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ABSTRACT 

This research aimed to transform the commonly portrayed image of Latino immigrant 
youth as “at-risk” to youth who exhibit resiliency. With this intention in mind, I took the 
definition of resiliency and focused on how Latino immigrant youth overcome institutional bias 
and oppression. The current focus on the degrees of the existence of bias and oppression leaves 
these youth out of the resiliency research. As a result, their image is commonly portrayed in the 
“at-risk” literature. The existing literature is deeply rooted in the field of psychology, and, 
therefore, looks at innate individual traits as the primary identifiers of resilient individuals. This 
focus disregards structural aspects in furthering or minimizing the effects of adversity for some 
populations. Rooted in intersectionality and standpoint theories, this research illuminates the role 
of “agency” and structure as the key routes for fostering resilience among Latino immigrant male 
youth. To acquire this knowledge, 10 Latino immigrant male youth between the ages of 12-17 
participated in journal-elicitation interviews to explain how they overcame institutional bias and 
oppression. The findings confirm my claim that these youth resemble “resilience” over “risk.” 
These youth pull from a “resiliency stocks” composed of four strategies that enable them to 
overcome institutional bias and oppression. These strategies include: embracing positive 
moments, thriving on encouragement, paying it forward, and sustaining aspirations. At the same 
time, the role of structure becomes significantly important in nurturing this resiliency and youth 
find that there are moments when structure “takes its toll.” As the data confirmed my claim that 
these youth are resilient, it also emphasizes the significance of structure in complementing their 
“agency” to result in the presence of resiliency. 

KEY WORDS: RESILIENCY, STRUCTURE, AGENCY, LATINO, YOUTH, AT-RISK 
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TOMAS1: A PORTRAIT OF RESILIENCY 

Tomas: a symbol of courage, tenacity, and strength walked into my classroom in 2008. 

His complexion the color of Chocolate Abuelita, his hair sticking up like thorns, he wore his 

slightly loose jeans, an immaculate white t-shirt, and hanging from his neck a gold crucifix 

necklace. His worries, fears, frustrations, and personal stories invisible beneath his well-dressed 

nature and consistent excitement to share his answers to the questions I posed. And to realize that 

the hardships he was experiencing would have never surfaced unless someone paid attention to 

the partial smile, so different from his regular grin that showed off his metal braces, that 

suddenly appeared along with his hesitation to raise his hand, avoidance of eye contact, and 

short instances of defiance. That is when I learned his mother had been deported! “They even 

took my backpack, Ms. Arellano,” he mentioned. Yet, I realized the backpack was his minimal 

concern and served as a disguise for what he was truly worried about: his mother. 

Without knowing the life that existed beneath those unexpected behaviors, I could have 

assumed that Tomas was a “typical” Latino youth headed in the “wrong” direction. My attention 

would have viewed such behaviors as displacement of “risks” rather than evidence of strength. 

However, it was when I went through the experience with Tomas, that I realized there was much 

more to the change in his smile; he was facing adversity so unique to him and other Latino youth 

that he became my allusion of resiliency. 

Tomas had been left motherless and vulnerable for three months, without the support of 

his mother, being raised by his stepfather whom he disliked, and at-risk of being unnoticed at 

school. Unnoticed, not in the sense that his existence was not acknowledged, but his experience. 

He was another one of my students in my English Language Development class, emigrated from a 

foreign country, with the desire to use education as his foundation for fulfilling dreams. Like 

1 The name used in	  this portrait is a pseudonym used to protect his identity
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many of my other students, Tomas was excited to learn every possible English word that he could. 

He laughed at my “dorkiness,” shared about his weekend or after school ventures, and asked 

questions to fulfill his many curiosities. When I realized that something was not “normal” with 

Tomas I spoke with him and let him know that I was there to listen if he chose to share. I did not 

change his seat, isolate him from his classmates, send him to the office, or get on his case for the 

changes I was seeing. I recognized that he was now confronting challenges beyond just those of 

adolescence. Tomas was now facing additional challenges relevant to his status, gender, and 

race that interventions are unprepared to address (Crosnoe & Lopez-Gonzalez 2005; Gillock & 

Reyes 1999; Roberts, Roberts, & Chen 1997; and Samaniego & Gonzalez 1999). 

Prior to being promoted to high school, Tomas showed me a football recruitment flyer 

and asked me to explain it to him. I did and he crumbled the paper once I went over the cost to 

participate. Taking the paper back from him, I opened it and contacted the person in charge in 

order to acquire information about possible scholarships for Tomas. When Tomas visited at the 

end of the 2011 school year, he was selling tickets to fundraise for his high school football team. 

It is stories like Tomas’ that illuminate the need to understand youth beyond statistics, 

grades, and other so-called “objective” findings. We need to recognize the importance of the 

individual student experiences and voices that help give a broader picture of the complexity of 

their lives. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At 9 years old, I met fear, fear for the loss of a parent through the tears of my mother losing 

her mother. At 14, I met death at the hands of gang violence with the loss of my cousin and a year 

later at the hands of drug overdose with the loss of my uncle. At 26 and teaching middle school 

students, these encounters seemed small upon meeting courage, tenacity, perseverance, and 

resiliency through the eyes of a child named Tomas. Recently, I shared his influence in my life in 

front of an audience of teachers, explaining: 

“I, now, have ambitions, you see
 
To walk, to represent the many youth whose visions are blurred
 

Because they got lost beneath the rubble of grade books, staff meeting agendas, and state
 
standards
 

I have ambitions, you see 
To receive, be enlightened and kindle the lives that I now have the opportunity to transform” 

I emphasized that students like Tomas were my heroes, “Heroes because I cannot imagine having 

to deal with the challenges they encounter: parents being deported, multiple families living in the 

same house, or being raised by extended relatives in place of my own mother.” And, on that day I 

committed to acknowledging and bringing awareness of youth like Tomas who continuously 

experience adversity by the same systems intended to diminish it, yet, manage to triumph and 

stand right back up. While I have learned that the hardships I faced as a child are part of life, I 

have realized that for some individuals, life is even harder and yet they serve as portraits of 

resiliency. It is the power of their strength that drives this particular research, which intends to 

portray the lives of Latino immigrant youth for the purpose of recognizing these experiences as 

sources of strength, rather than examples of “risk.” 

Prior to presenting in front of these educators, I knew that I was an advocate for my 

students and I did what I could to ensure the best experience possible for them at school. 

However, it is important to recognize that there are experiences outside of school that also shape 

their identities. Recognizing this has influenced my decision to add to the existing research on 

resiliency by looking specifically at our quickly growing Latino immigrant population with a 
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particular focus on male adolescents between the ages of 12-17. By extending our awareness 

about the experiences of Latino immigrant male youth, we can understand how the different 

environments shape who they become, the experiences that result because of their status and/or 

ethnicity, their perceptions of such experiences, and the strategies they develop to manage such 

experiences. I had an explicit and action-oriented goal: to give them the opportunity to 

demonstrate that their unique experiences do not always make them an “at-risk” population but, 

rather, vivid portraits of resiliency. 

I believe that they are foster resiliency because they demonstrate what is defined as: the 

ability to rebound from adversity with greater strength that enables them to take on future 

challenges, achieve positive life outcomes despite such adversity, and counteract negative effects 

of institutional bias and oppression, all while maintaining self-control, self-esteem, and self-

efficacy (Brendtro & Larson 2006, Mims 2007, and Bottrell 2009). Yet, while the research has 

this definition and a set of identifiers of resilient individuals, it does not quite capture the complex 

experiences of a youth such as Tomas. I argue that this is because the indicators of resiliency tend 

to be confined to grades, GPA (Grade Point Average), and standardized test scores. Tomas 

struggles with schooling and, as a result, at the surface he may seem “at-risk” but I believe he is 

actually a solid example of resiliency. In my study I interviewed 10 students like Tomas to 

broaden, deepen, and provide an alternate understanding to stereotypes grounded in experiences 

of resiliency among the Latino immigrant community. In achieving this aim, I am able to answer 

the following question: How do young Latino male immigrants, counteract the negative effects of 

institutional bias and oppression? 

My study complements the extensive research focused on discovering pathways to 

resiliency. Such literature, however, is rooted in the field of psychology and fails to consider the 

complexity in the experiences of the Latino immigrant male youth population. More so, resiliency 

research over relies on outcomes such as educational and economic success as markers of 

resiliency without considering qualitative approaches to capture resiliency. Such an emphasis 
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leaves out those individuals who manage to counteract challenges of adversity and do not 

necessarily display their resiliency in such forms. It misses the role of agency and structure, 

which are the tenants of sociology. As a result, the research has constructed a population of “at-

risk” youth that may not necessarily be accurate. Stories like Tomas’ must become part of the 

resiliency literature. In this study, I bring to light stories that have been left out of traditional 

resiliency research in order to broaden our understanding of what comprises resilience and 

redefine new outcomes for young Latino immigrant males. Educators, youth advocates, social 

workers, program directors, coaches, and other individuals in direct contact with youth can see 

formally labeled “at-risk” youth in a more empowering way. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Problem 

The existing statistics on the outcomes of Latino immigrant male youth indicate that a 

large portion of this population exemplifies experiences that put youth “at-risk.” However, the 

methods by which we have arrived at this understanding are limiting in two ways. First, they are 

not broad enough to include individuals who display characteristics of risk but have the potential 

to be portraits of resiliency. Second, they neglect that risk is also consequence of oppressive 

forces within institutions intended to empower. As a result, society has limited opportunities of 

upward mobility (as achieved through education) for this population by marginalizing “at-risk” 

identified minority youth into circumstances that capture “their” failure to thrive. These snapshots 

of the negative effects of oppression among this population include dropping out of school (U.S. 

Department of Education 2007), gangs (Piedra and Engstrom 2009) and juvenile arrest (U.S. 

Department of Justice 1999). These can occur independent or as a consequence of one another 

such that dropping out of school results in gang involvement and, thus, being arrested as a 

juvenile. They result from us looking at their experiences on the surface and judging them 

according to a narrow understanding of what it means to be resilient. This lens has prevented us 
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from meeting their needs and understanding their experiences outside of a “risk” context, which 

renders this population as disempowered and deviant. 

Systematic Experiences of Inequality 

The population of Latinos has grown by 57% between 2000 and 2010 and 35% is under 

the age of 18 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Latinos continue to be oppressed and underserved as a 

result of the dominant understanding of the capacity to thrive beyond life’s challenges. Allowing 

this to continue is only going to increase the existing inequities in institutions, such as education, 

intended to serve and promote access to this growing population. This research provides a 

comprehensive understanding of the experiences of Latino immigrant male youth that allows us 

to change the dominant ideology of what comprises a character of “resilience” versus “at-risk.” 

Immigration Experience 

To change a dominant ideology, it is important to understand the unique experiences of 

individuals whose stories, for the most part, have been misunderstood. In the case of Latino 

immigrant youth, it is important to be aware that their experiences involve multiple roles, 

directions, and degrees of adversity (Ritzer 2008). As a result of their status as immigrants 

immigrant youth experience stressors in the environment more intensely than their U.S. born 

cohorts (Lieberman 1990 and De Anda and Becerra 2009). Upon migrating, they are faced with 

diverse forms of discrimination and stereotypes that cast them as social outcasts or as inferior 

(Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado 2010). As a result of discrimination, they find that their 

opportunities in a country that they strongly believed would help them better their situations are 

limited both in access to education and jobs (Fangen 2010). These forms of oppression begin to 

structure their life chances (Oropesa and Landale 2009). Understanding how youth counteract this 

oppression can result in a re-structuring of these in a more empowering way. 

Education 

The structuring of their life chances becomes quite evident within the institution of 

education. Despite school drop-out rate declines from 35.2% to 18.3%, Hispanics still have a long 
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way to go in regards to retention (U.S. Department of Education 2008). When examined even 

further, 37.5% of Hispanic students born outside of the U.S. dropped out of high school (U.S. 

Department of Education 2006) with a larger percentage being 24.7% males versus 18% females 

(U.S. Department of Education 2007). Understanding the causes of these failures to succeed 

within the educational institution requires attention beyond the statistics and the information 

supporting those statistics. Departing from common understandings of these statistics enables us 

to re-define what is involved in offsetting negative effects of oppression in education. 

Gang Involvement 

Achieving a more comprehensive understanding of the experiences of Latino immigrant 

youth grounded in their multi-dimensional status can help us avoid the expectation that these 

youth will not be able to deal with their circumstances, and, therefore, become “at-risk” of gang 

involvement. Involvement in gangs is an “effect” of being “at-risk” as a result of belonging to 

neighborhoods that display poverty, lack of jobs, mixed minority groups, lack of role models, 

failure of the educational system, and a reduction in social services (Torbet 1992). The effect is 

more significant among immigrant youth who tend to detach from important parental support. 

The detachment occurs because Latino immigrant youth view their parents as lacking validity due 

to their limited educational and cultural capital in the new country (Piedra and Engstrom 2009). 

Thus, they often have to “confront[s] these obstacles alone and [are] particularly vulnerable to the 

adoption of adversarial attitudes and lifestyles associated with inner-city subcultures and 

downward social mobility” (Borjas and George 2011 and Piedra and Engstrom, 2009:273). As a 

result, they are “at-risk” of getting involved with gangs for the purpose of fulfilling a sense of 

identity, status, and belonging relying on street peers for socialization during this period in their 

life (Torbet 1992). Simplifying their circumstances to a marker of an “at-risk” identity pushes 

youth into outlets that will give light to the characteristics of strength that have been ignored and 

suppressed by others. 
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Juvenile Arrest 

As a result of our failure to perceive youth and their challenges as portraits of 

“resiliency” rather than “risk,” we can see these portraits represented in the juvenile arrest 

statistics. Statistics about overrepresentation in the justice system, committed to the courts, and 

detained in private facilities heighten the negative image of these youth. A national report by the 

U.S. Department of Justice highlights the concern for the overrepresentation of minority juveniles 

in the juvenile justice system, including secure confinement facilities (1999). It is alarming to see 

that “in 1997, minorities made up about one-third of the juvenile population but accounted for 

two-thirds of the detained and committed population in secure juvenile facilities” (U.S. 

Department of Justice 1999:1). In 1997 the largest proportion of juveniles in public facilities were 

minorities and made up over half of all juveniles in private facilities (U.S. Department of Justice 

1999). Hispanic youth are the second largest represented minority group in private facilities, the 

population that spends more time in facilities, and population committed to the courts (U.S. 

Department of Justice 1999). These statistics suggest that the structure within systems in our 

society is ineffective in empowering and understanding our minority juvenile population. It 

emphasizes the need for us to examine our perceptions and how they influence the way we treat 

and continue to oppress our population of minority youth (U.S. Department of Justice 1999). 

Conclusion 

The population of Latino immigrant male youth who have managed to avoid the “at risk” 

label by counteracting effects of bias and oppression constitute this research. The research 

highlights that the stories of Latino immigrant youth have been hidden beneath the term “at-risk,” 

or, its kinder-cousin: “vulnerable.” In generalizing the ideas of vulnerability and risk, we have 

forgotten that youth are agents who can be empowered. Instead, they are identified as “deficit” 

products of society who have retreated and “internalized the world as a place of assault” because 

of its frequent failure to respond to their needs (Wright 2010:460). For many of them, these 
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characteristics result in “barriers” that isolate them from new and greater opportunities to grow 

(Wright 2010:460). 

These generalizations intended to “limit” these barriers in youth’s lives are predisposed to 

and rooted in a deficit-model that seeks to “fix” and intervene before the situation “worsens.” 

From No Child Left Behind in education to programs directly geared toward “delinquent” 

populations, such approaches have not addressed the need to look at these youth from an additive 

approach that begins with the strengths of the youth and builds upon them. The findings of this 

research push back against these hegemonic ideologies and demonstrate that, while these youth’s 

experiences are a product beyond their individual circumstances, they have the agency to surpass 

the challenges put forth by dominant and powerful forces within structures. Thus, exemplifying 

“resiliency” over “risk.” 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Through a review of the literature, I will show that resiliency and risk are experienced 

and transpire differently for Latino immigrant male youth as a result of their status, gender, and 

race. The various structures recognized to contribute to the Latino male immigrant experience: 

school, culture, family, extracurricular programs, and immigration can be factors that reflect both 

pathways to resiliency and oppressive forces. The intersection between these, the experiences, 

and strategies of Latino immigrant male youth, like Tomas, who hold the agency to balance these 

forces are the focus of this particular research. Their experiences reflect lives shaped by various 

forms of inequalities within these varied structures but do not define their character. 

“At-Risk” Research 

The “at-risk” label that results from a continued focus on resiliency through a constricted 

lens distorts the portrait of Tomas into a portrait of a youth “at-risk.” The descriptions of an “at-
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risk” child emphasized by the research discount the diverse experiences of immigrant Latino 

youth as a result of their status, gender, and race. They are the result of us hastily forming our 

own concept of youth’s worth according to our interpretations and perceptions of their 

experiences, and treating them accordingly, which often disadvantages them. There is an 

abundance of literature, which seeks to comprehend and inform about the life of “at-risk” Latino 

immigrant youth males, suggesting that this is the only type of Latino that exists in academia. 

Thus, Tomas and the 10 youth participants in this study are overlooked. 

The interpretations of stories of youth like Tomas have been disregarded beneath the 

focus on high absenteeism, below grade-level academic performance, equating membership in 

racial or ethnic minority as “risk” (Portes, and Rivas 2011), low socio-economic status, single 

parent households, low educational attainment by one or both parents (Fairbrother 2008), low 

self-esteem (Smokowski, Rose, Bacallao 2010), low academic motivation, performance, and/or 

school drop-out (Perreira, Fuligni, and Potochnick 2010). This model focuses on the “deficits” of 

youth and how they disadvantage youth like Tomas. It also puts our own understanding at a 

disadvantage by ignoring the responsibilities that lay in the hands of institutions in creating these 

identified “deficits” rather than nurturing strengths among certain populations. 

In my study, I show how immigrant youth have managed to positively negotiate the 

challenges of bias and oppression that transpire in their lives. Such understanding helps us depart 

from the image of youth who seek to have their needs fulfilled in negative ways (Marsh, 

Clinkinbeard, Thomas, and Evans 2010). These ways have been identified by the “at-risk” 

literature as a search for safe haven through engagement in sex or drugs as substitutes for the lack 

of positive peers (Brendtro and Larson 2006). “At-risk” youth are viewed as lacking self-worth 

because they allow themselves to be manipulated by their peers as a result of their appetite for 

respect and, at the same time, disrespectful due to hunger for personal power (Brendtro and 

Larson 2006). Overall, their search for respect and belonging can result in self-destructive 

behaviors (Brendtro and Larson 2006). While the research clearly indicates that the experiences 
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faced by youth like Tomas are those of kids identified as “at-risk,” it fails to adequately present 

the outcomes of youth who manage to offset oppression that often times leads to these. Greater 

insight to the obscured experiences that alter the outcomes is understood through this research. 

Education 

The overlooked portraits of youth who manage to counteract oppression hidden behind a 

label of “risk” results from the familiar approach of measuring resiliency according to academic 

success. While the educational system has been identified as a principal component in supporting 

resiliency, for the Latino immigrant population, education poses challenges that result in “risks” 

(Borman and Rachuba 2001). These “risks” are the result of an educational system not prepared 

to meet the needs of the Latino immigrant population (Abrego and Gonzales 2010). Teachers tend 

to lack the understanding of the immigrant experience (Abrego and Gonzales 2010). Youth’s 

encounter with a new language becomes identified as a barrier to success as their limited English 

proficiency interferes with their overall academic success (Perreira and Ko 2010 and Ibanez et. al 

2004). They are “at-risk” because their failure to master the language obstructs their avenue to 

relationships that open the way to other systems of support, to internalizing their achievements, 

realizing their potential, and becoming motivated to superior academic attainment (Perreira and 

Ko 2010 and Ibanez et. al 2004). 

Hence, when immigrant youth demonstrate limited proficiency in math and English 

achievement, it is seeing as a “deficit” of that child, rather than a “deficit” in the institution’s 

implementation of support for children when and wherever it is needed (Fuligni 1997). The 

educational system’s failure to meet the needs of this population proves to be a form of adversity 

they face that hinders their prospects (Crosnoe 2005). However, the research does not recognize 

the role of education in creating oppression and instead these risks are reflected as attributes of 

the individual child. Appreciating how youth manage to overcome having these risks attributed to 

their being is the means by which participants in this study present to be allusions of resiliency. 
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Immigration identity 

The experiences that Latino male immigrant youth face pre to post migration present 

them with another dimension of difficulty. Their capacity to pull from their resources and 

successfully rebound from these distinctively difficult life experiences is dominated by the 

preconception that their immigration experience can be a cause of emotional distress that places 

them “at-risk” (Lieberman 1990). The hardships faced vary from immigrant to immigrant 

depending on: age of arrival (Blanco-Vega and Castro-Olivo 2008) experiences before, during, 

and after migration (Perreira and Ko 2010), level of acculturation (Ibanez, Kuperminc, Jurkovic, 

and Perilla 2004), ethnic background (Fuligni 1997), and economic factors (Abrego and Gonzalez 

2010). The entire immigrant experience is complex and has an effect on the well-being of the 

immigrant child (Blanco-Vega and Castro-Olivo 2008). This complexity originates in the 

conditions youth were in prior to migration (Perreira and Ko 2010) and impacts the family 

experience after migration (Lieberman 1990 and Borjas 2011). While the challenges that they 

face are important to understand their experience in their new country (Lieberman 1990), it is also 

important to remember that these same life experiences that pose adversity, can serve as 

protective factors against the challenges they will encounter in the new country (Perreira, Fuligni, 

and Potochnick 2010). When Latino immigrant youth are described as examples of resiliency, the 

breadth of this characteristic is contained within the stories that make up their experiences as 

immigrants. By understanding how youth overcome effects of oppression and bias as immigrants, 

we broaden our current notions of resiliency and at the same time begin to look at the “at-risk” 

concept as yet another form of oppression. 

Extracurricular Activities 

Ironically, extracurricular programs can further “risk” among Latino immigrant youth if 

their needs and experiences are not addressed in a manner that comprehends the individual 

holistically and as a product of multiple dimensions of bias and oppression (Uttal 2006). The 

methodologies that form the basis of these programs are not broad enough to meet the needs of 
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diverse populations (Uttal 2006). More so, social service programs continue to act as a means to 

“fix” the individual. In recognizing their need to support, not treat, such support needs to extend 

to their families and social networks (Uttal 2006). Supporting the child without supporting the 

child’s family unit distances the family and, as a result, minimizes the influence of that support in 

the life of that child (Karoly and Gonzalez 2011). Furthermore, the decisions made as a result of 

funding challenges often result in dropping services specific to meeting the needs of the Latino 

immigrant population (Uttal 2006). 

These findings highlight the way in which institutions intended to construct images of 

resiliency also test youth’s ability to rebound from further challenges they promote. The literature 

emphasizes that when we look at the face of youth bounded by adversity, it should not indicate 

the child is “at-risk.” These structural conditions of inequality, shape the experience of 

participants. However, they do not necessarily define their aspirations or their everyday behavior. 

They do not define their identity. Instead, as I have done through this research, it supports the 

need to look beyond and attempt to understand how the images of Latino immigrant male youth 

portrayed in the existing literature is a sheer reflection of the institutions intended to mirror 

resilience. 

Resiliency Research 

Traditional Resiliency Research 

According to research on resiliency, to foster resiliency is to rebound from adversity with 

greater strength that enables an individual to take on future challenges, achieve positive life 

outcomes despite such adversity, and counteract negative effects of institutional bias and 

oppression, all while maintaining self-control, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (Brendtro and 

Larson 2006, Mins 2007, and Bottrell 2009). Researchers have identified the following as 

descriptors of resilient individuals: 
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DESCRIPTORS OF RESILIENT INDIVIDUALS 
PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIAL COGNITIVE BEHAVIOR 

Strong self-worth 

Respect for self 

Ability to build bonds 

Sense of humor 

Respect others 

Self-directed 
thinking 

Optimistic and
persistent 

Resistant to 
oppressive remarks 

Tolerant 

Self-
directed/motivated 

Self-driven 

Resourceful 

Avoidance of 
perceiving other
people’s problems
as their own 

Highly active 

Embracive of 
spirituality 

*(Brendtro and Larson, 2006; Rodriguez, 2001; Jarrett, 1997; and Brendtro, Brokenleg, and Van
Bockern 2002) 

I will show, in this study, that while the existing understanding of resiliency could capture 

experiences such as that of Tomas, the literature and its measurements are simplistic and instead 

overlook stories like Tomas.’ These descriptors imply that resiliency is an innate trait and do not 

encompass behaviors that can only be evident through traditional measures of educational 

achievement. Some youth may manifest these characteristics in ways outside of academic 

achievement, such as those evidenced by Tomas: concern for his family, aspirations, curiosity, 

and implicitly seeking recognition from adults. While some of Tomas’ grades were below 

average, the strength to keep moving forward never faded despite his mother’s absence. Tomas 

demonstrated to be a “fighter” who attempted and succeeded at navigating his “fears,” sought to 

live without being perceived as defeated by the hardships set in his path, and generated a different 

outcome of him than expected (Wright 2010, Cardoso & Thompson 2010). Even though the 

existing understanding of resiliency allows us to begin comprehending resiliency in a 

multidimensional way, the stories of Tomas and the 10 young Latino immigrants who took part in 

this study indicate a need to reassess resiliency as more complex and beyond an innate individual 

trait. 
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Protective Factors 

In the following sections, I will describe the recognized “protective” factors leading to 

the fostering of resiliency: education, the role of teachers, extracurricular activities, culture, 

family, and the immigrant identity. 

Resiliency Beyond Education 

While the existing resiliency research is significantly based on academic outcomes, it 

does not recognize how the structures within education have the capacity to influence those 

outcomes. Failure to look at resiliency beyond educational achievement and through multi-

dimensional constructs (Park 2004, Borman & Rachuba 2001) prevents us from recognizing other 

forms in which Latino immigrant male youth may display resiliency and the other structural 

factors that form a part of its development (Walsh 2010). The development of resiliency depends 

on the expectations in the environment and is reinforced by the resources that the environment 

provides (De Anda, Frankie, & Becerra 2009). This idea is reinforced when the educational 

aspirations of individuals are high, yet, the services available to them to achieve these are lacking 

in their communities (De Anda, Frankie, and Becerra 2009). Equities within the educational 

system minimize further environmental obstacles (Crosnoe 2005; Martinez, DeGarmo, & Eddy 

2004; and Plunket, Henry, Houltberg, Sands, and Abarca-Mortensen 2008). When youth have the 

needed guidance, flexible-working arrangements, awareness of opportunities, financial support, 

advocates, and cultural understanding rather than forcing of norms, education reveals the roots of 

resiliency in the lives of these youth (Fairbrother 2008; Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado 

2010; and Ceballo 2004). Education is a resource that all children should have in the United 

States and, thus, it can serve as a force that pushes immigrant youth into optimal achievement or 

into the conditions their parents were trying to avoid by immigrating (Abrego and Gonzales 

2010). It is important to note that while academic outcomes are important to recognize, these 

outcomes do not tell the manner in which Latino immigrant youth experience oppression and 

manage to overcome it. In fact, this research emphasizes the importance of looking beyond 
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academics to understand what it means to overcome oppression and exhibit resilience beyond the 

report card. 

The Role of Teachers 

Connected to the role of the overall educational system, the decisions, actions, biases, and 

words of teachers are key protective factors for youth. The role of teachers and school volunteers 

is understood to be significantly important for Latino immigrant youth who lack the support from 

home (Portes & Rivas 2011, Plunket, Henry, Houltberg, Sands, & Abarca-Mortensen 2008). 

Teachers actively label youth and through their actions assist in determining whether youth 

persevere or get lost in the competitive classroom environment (Wright 2010). Instructors who 

care and demonstrate so, demand the best of their students, and maintain a friendly demeanor and 

rapport with students, have a positive impact (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & Coronado 2010, 

Fairbrother 2008). Their support has been found to be the most significant predictor of academic 

satisfaction and a contributor to youth’s academic resilience (Plunket, Henry, Houltberg, Sands, 

& Abarca-Mortensen 2008). Similar to the positive impact, the contrary is also true. Teachers’ 

perceptions of particular populations impact the decisions they make in regards to academic 

placement or intervention practices (Ferguson 2000). Such practices can heighten the 

marginalization and isolation of our Latino immigrant youth population (Ferguson 2000). It can 

turn a positive place into a challenging environment. How youth experience the structures within 

these environments and overcome any form of oppression within these aids in comprehending 

how some youth prevail in the face of marginalization and manage to become images of resilient 

youth. 

Extracurricular Activities 

While education has been the main context through which resiliency has been examined, 

another protective factor includes involvement in extracurricular activities. This area has not been 

extensively examined specifically in relation to resiliency. However, the research on 

extracurricular activity involvement implies its ability to contribute to fostering resiliency. 
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According to the research, extracurricular programs are expected to aid in the building of strong 

youth through their provision of opportunities to deal with both success and failure, reiteration of 

task persistence and a strong work ethic, resemblance of structure and definition of social 

relationships, requirement of successful interaction and learning from authority figures, and the 

opportunity to interact with more privileged peers who model the expected norms (Covay and 

Carbonaro 2010). Programs can be powerful when they provide caring, nurturance, inclusion, a 

rigorous academic environment, and a holistic approach that results in success of students and a 

form of protection against the many sources of oppression (Fairbrother 2008; Durlak, 

Kawashima, DuPre, Berger, and Weissberg 2007; and Fangen 2011). Such programs build youth 

by: enhancing motivation through developing in them a sense of belonging through civic 

engagement, being founded on the strengths of youth and their capability to contribute to their 

society and immediate environment (Durlak, Kawashima, DuPre, Berger, and Weissberg 2007; 

Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado 2010). 

These characteristics encompass high-quality programs identified as being a benefit to 

Latino Immigrant youth by providing support they have been deprived of through other 

institutions (Fairbrother 2008, Karoly & Gonzalez 2011). Extracurricular programs strengthen the 

courage in youth because they are structured with the intention to target the areas in their life that 

education and family may not have the resources to fulfill. The role of involvement in 

extracurricular activities in improved student academic achievement shows that academic 

resiliency is also a consequence of involvement in this institution (Covay & Carbonaro 2010). 

Understanding of the role of extracurricular activity involvement on resiliency emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the many pieces that compose it. This research does not only 

reinforce the existence of varied faces of resiliency not reflected in the resiliency research, it 

highlights the responsibilities and influences of varied institutions in nurturing or impeding its 

existence. The ways in which these institutions can take responsibility for nurturing resiliency as 

conveyed through the strategies that participants use to overcome oppression and bias will bring 
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the missing dimensions of resiliency to the surface. Specifically, my methodological approach of 

journal-ellicitation interviews will capture these protective factors of youth considered “at-risk.” 

Family 

Family is another protective factor captured within my methodological approach. Family 

is recognized as a means by which youth are provided with the resources to be examples of 

“resiliency.” The role of family in building resiliency is an important in creating a more holistic 

understanding of the concept. It allows us to comprehend and consider how youth view the role 

of their family in their continuous encounters with wide-ranging life challenges. The research has 

identified the portrait of a resilient youth as encompassing a population of youth who, when 

everything fails, turn to their family for support and encouragement (Perreira, Fuligni, & 

Potochnick 2010). The guidance of parents is one of the most important sources they use to 

determine and pursue the direction of their lives (Ceballo 2004). Such guidance, along with love 

and support of their parents, is strictly used as a coping mechanism to the various forms of 

adversity they face (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & Coronado 2010). The high expectations set forth by 

their parents as well as their drive to accomplish success their parents were unable to realize, 

serve as motivators for many young immigrants (Fangen 2011, Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & 

Coronado 2010). 

To impart this attitude of persistence, many parents seek out the means with which to 

support their children (Wright 2010). Parents recognize the existence of racial discrimination and 

the reality that their children have to face it so they emphasize the maintenance of aspects of their 

culture to overcome such challenges (Cruz-Santiago, Michelle & Ramirez Garcia, Jorge 2011). 

Many parents make economic sacrifices to look out for the well-being of their children by making 

sure they get home safe and by knowing the parents of their children’s friends (Cruz-Santiago, 

Michelle & Ramirez Garcia, Jorge 2011). Relationships that limit parental conflict result in 

improved self-esteem that enhances an individuals’ capacity to overcome life’s challenges 

(Smokowski, Roderick A., & Bacallao 2010, Brendtro & Larson 2006). These families navigate 
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the financial, language, and education difficulties that can negatively affect the parent-child 

relationship in unforeseen ways (Piedra & Engstrom 2009). While these immigrant families have 

fewer socioeconomic resources to pass on to their children (Crosnoe 2005), they pass on the 

priceless attribute of courage, tenacity, and strength in the form of resiliency. Evidence of how 

youth implement and pull from these attributes to surpass hurdles exists in the findings of this 

study. They indicate how youth draw from this source and give light to how resiliency transpires 

in ways more profound than a grade on a report card. 

Culture 

While resiliency research has not specifically examined the relationship between culture 

and resiliency among Latino immigrant youth, culture is considered a protective factor that allows 

youth to overcome challenges particularly within education (Valenzuela 1999). Identifying 

culture in this way adds to our understanding of how youth might utilize culture to counteract 

adversity within other contexts (Cardoso & Thompson 2010). Culture serves as a channel used by 

Latino immigrant youth to strengthen their capacity to defeat hard times presented by a lot of the 

same institutions intended to be a source of strength. Ethnic identification can provide meaning to 

efforts as well as cultural memories, appreciation, and understandings that assist youth in rising 

above discrimination and challenges (Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick 2010, Portes & Rivas 2011 

& Perreira, Ko 2010). When youth have a sense of belonging and contribution to society, they 

have access to a protective factor for the emotional distress caused by immigration (Lieberman 

1990). 

Building a healthy attitude toward their culture can give Latino immigrant youth a sense 

of direction and motivation (Hall 2010, Fuligni 1997). When institutions know the roots of 

youth’s experiences in their native country (Lieberman 1990), acknowledge, as opposed to 

discriminate against their cultural values (Fuligni 2005), and identify connections between 

cultures with which youth can identify (Fuligni 1997), they create the sense of belonging that 

Brendtro and Larson refer to as a descriptor of resiliency (2006). Viewing and accepting that the 
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culture of youth can contribute to society, enhances the optimism that later becomes evident as 

resiliency (Lieberman1990). A connection with their cultural identity goes beyond being a desire 

(Hall 2007) and becomes a need as Latino Immigrant youth embrace it when faced with 

discrimination (Perreira & Ko 2010). In conceptualizing an image of a Latino immigrant male 

youth, it is important to be cognizant of the power of youth’s own culture in shaping their 

outcomes. Culture demonstrates to be important for this research in particular because it is what 

participants know well. As a result, it emerges as a contributor in their unique development of 

resiliency. 

Immigrant Identity 

While the immigrant identity is classified as a “risk,” the adversity contained within the 

experience also proves to foster resilience. Latino immigrant youth are viewed as “challenged” by 

being in the midst of two cultures and having to sustain biculturalism (Blanco-Vega et. al 2008). 

After migrating, immigrant youth are faced with a completely new culture and set of values 

irrelevant to their own (Blanco-Vega et. al 2008). At the same time, their immigrant identity is 

marginalized in a way that devalues their possibilities, does away with any aspirations they may 

have, and gives them a reason to give up easily (Perreira & Ko 2010 and Blanco-Vega et. al 

2008). As a product of this marginalization, according to Portes and Rivas (2011) some consider 

it more important that immigrants and their children acculturate and shed their old ways and 

language to become undifferentiated from the rest of the American population. However, cultural 

values play a major role in the parenting practices of Latinos (Cruz-Santiago & Ramirez Garcia 

2011:93) and by eliminating such, we create a greater separation between youth and their parents 

and take away one of youth’s greatest sources of support (Ceballo 2004). In response to this 

argument, other researchers suggest that values of immigrants need to be understood so that 

effective interventions can be applied (Lieberman1990). Rather than eliminating the unique 

identity of the individual, we need to understand how that identity is the thread by which 

resilience among these youth is exhibited (Lieberman1990). The way in which youth’s unique 
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immigrant identity becomes a thread to overcome oppression and bias needs to and becomes 

recognized in the conceptualization of resiliency as constructed through this research study. 

Latinos and Resiliency 

This thread of overcoming adversity is revealed in the stories of Tomas and the ten 

Latino participants of this study. To ignore stories like theirs and Tomas’ because they do not fit 

our collective knowledge of what it means to be resilient in American society, is to fail to 

acknowledge the unique experiences of Latino immigrant youth who continuously face 

obstructions and manage to surpass them. These youth make up part of our fastest growing 

immigrant population in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2010, Crosnoe 2005). The image 

of a resilient Latino youth consists of a multitude of characteristics, some which do not represent 

a major difference from those of the general population descriptors and others that are unique to 

them. The difference rests in the form and degree of adversity that they face: 

“Being an immigrant, one is ‘cursed’ and ‘blessed.’ ‘Cursed,’ in that you are 

marginalized by society and you have to live in fear almost every day. ‘Blessed’ in the 

fact that you use that experience, and you become a much better person because of 

everything that you struggled with.” (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & Coronado 2010:35) 

Understanding resiliency among Latino immigrant youth necessitates considering the complexity 

of their life experience (Blanco-Vega and Castro-Olivo 2008). Latino immigrant youth who 

exhibit resiliency possess a strong sense of ethnic affirmation (Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick 

2010) and are inspired to fulfill dreams that their parents intended for them upon migration 

(Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & Coronado 2010). They use their first-hand experience with risks and 

their fears of oppression and discrimination to further their motivation beyond adversity and 

avoid greater risks (Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick 2010, De Anda & Becerra 2009). However, it 

is important to accept that this sense of inspiration and motivation, for whatever reason, is not 

always displayed within the educational context. Understanding the complex ways of manifesting 
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resiliency is apparent in my study. I found that participants should not be labeled “at-risk” 

because there is much more to their lives than what the existing research identifies. 

Conclusions 

The literature demonstrates that there is a precise definition of resiliency rooted in the 

field of psychology and measured through academic performance. This in itself is a form of 

oppression. This narrowed perspective disregards the ways in which those same systems and 

individual characteristics have the potential to form the basis by which Latino immigrant youth 

manage to survive bias and oppression. More damaging is its potential to ignore how those same 

systems structured with the intent to help youth overcome adversity create it. As a result, the 

research has failed to fully address the influence and impact of various factors in the development 

of resiliency as well as the diverse ways in which resiliency is revealed. Overall, it has failed to 

discern the complex nature of resiliency. 

In an attempt to further our current understanding of resiliency as a concept that 

encompasses much more complexity than what the research implies, my research lies at the 

intersection of “at-risk” and resiliency research. The population I have studied is typically 

considered “at-risk” and yet I use resiliency research to characterize these same participants as 

portraits of resiliency. In departing from using a deficit model to examine the lives of these 

Latino male immigrant youth I have investigated their strengths, the way they face and 

experience bias and oppression, and how they are overcoming these barriers. This distinctive 

approach of understanding resiliency is a deviation from a “fixed” and restrictive understanding 

of the concept and will affect one of the many ways by which institutions determine whether to 

“intervene” or empower. 

THEORETICAL APPROACH 

This project presents the complexities in the lives of Latino immigrant youth and broadens 

our existing conceptualization of resiliency. To gain insight into these two topics, I used two 
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theories that were introduced via feminist thought: intersectionality and standpoint theory. 

Despite having their foundations in feminist ideology, both of these theories apply perfectly to 

understanding the collective experience of other oppressed groups. My study benefits from the 

inclusion of both of these theoretical ideas in that they recognize that there are groups of 

individuals whose life experiences are influenced by factors unfamiliar to the general population. 

Understanding the systems of oppression that interlock (Lemert 1993) to compose their 

experiences is best done through the truth that the unique experience of Latino immigrant youth 

holds and can only be known through their telling (Hawkewsworth 2006), which I have 

accomplished with my methodological approach. Uncovering the multiple dimensions of 

oppression faced specifically by Latino male immigrant youth is best understood through the 

application of Intersectionality and Standpoint Theory. 

Intersectionality Theory 

Although rooted in feminist thought, the theory can be applied beyond as it recognizes 

that all individuals are privileged and disadvantaged in some ways (Lemert 1993). This theory 

recognizes that the outcomes of some groups are the result of overarching oppression on the basis 

of their different social positions (Lemert 1993 and Davis 2008). The concept of an “overarching” 

form of oppression applies to Latino immigrant male youth who are disadvantaged to a greater 

degree in view of their race, gender, and being immigrants. The theory allows for greater 

revelation of the processes of domination and emphasizes the need for researchers to examine 

their interaction when understanding the outcomes of populations whose adversity is a product of 

these (Davis 2008). 

In examining adversity as a result of overarching oppression, we understand the degree of 

oppression encountered by Latino immigrant youth (Manuel 2006). While they face the typical 

challenges of adolescence, on top of that, have to deal with the stressors that result from being 

minorities, or, “outcasts” in the country they immigrate to (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado 

2010). The theory acknowledges that minority populations, like Latino immigrant youth tend to 
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experience “oppression in varying configurations and in varying degrees of intensity” (Ritzer 

2008: 478). It looks at the varied positions of individuals as relational and provides visibility to 

the multiple positions an individual holds in society as well as the different forms of oppression 

that result (Dhamoon 2011 and Manuel 2006). Taking these multiple positions into account 

highlights the idea that while Latino males are privileged in the home with greater freedom and 

alternatives, those privileges result in greater exposure to “risk” outside of the home (Qin-Hilliard 

2003). Their attempt to maintain respect among their peers through an attitude of “toughness” 

resulted in negative perceptions and interactions with teachers (Qin-Hilliard 2003). 

Intersectionality theory provides insight to how these multiple roles intersect to result in varying 

degrees of concentration of oppression among Latino immigrant male youth (Ritzer 2008). 

Intersectionality theory “foregrounds a richer ontology than approaches that attempt to reduce 

people to one category at a time” (Dhamoon 2011:230). By not demoting individuals in this form 

and, instead, understanding the multiple degrees of adversity, resiliency is understood in a manner 

that cannot be reduced to a simple and single measure. 

Intersectionality theory allows us to expand our understanding of resiliency to view how 

multiple aspects of the life experiences of Latino immigrant youth are the effect of various forms 

of inequalities (Frisby, Maguire, and Reid 2009). Utilizing this theory within this research allows 

us to perceive the experiences of these youth as linked to ideologies of power created by the 

dominant group and used to justify actions of oppression (Ritzer 2008 and Manuel 2006). The 

dominant groups view of the subordinate group as different is a practice known as “othering,” an 

act to establish that someone is unacceptable (Ritzer 2008: 479) and an act commonly 

experienced by immigrant youth (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, and Coronado 2010). Intersectionality 

theory brings out the need to comprehend resiliency as a complex concept that needs to recognize 

the existence of these forms of “historical intersections of inequality” (Ritzer 2008:479). By 

gaining awareness of how Latino immigrant youth’s experiences are affected by these 

intersections, intersectionality theory reveals their “interpretations and strategies for surviving 
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and resisting the persistent exercise of unjust power” (Ritzer 2008:479). Exposure of these 

benefits the examination of resiliency by providing an ignored perspective of a marginalized 

population that needs to be considered for the development of a model vision of a just society 

(Nash 2008). 

Standpoint Theory 

To complement the objective of intersectionality theory of exposing the universal 

processes of domination (Lemert 1993), standpoint theory’s origins in feminist thought about 

oppression and the importance of standpoint adds to the examination of the complexity contained 

in the concept of resiliency, the opportunity to demonstrate alternative interpretations of 

oppression and bias, and comparison of the plurality in voices as a strategy for producing 

knowledge about resiliency (Hawkesworth 2006). While that standpoint is the product of a 

multitude of voices that share experiences and, from that, developed common knowledge (Ritzer 

2008 and Harding 2009), this study develops that common knowledge. Research founded on 

standpoint theory achieves the development of this common truth by first seeking information 

about individual experiences and, from that, developing a collective voice of resiliency among 

Latino immigrant youth. This is achieved specifically via my methodological approach of using 

journal elicitation interviews to acquire the individual stories and then developing the collective 

voice in the analysis of their journal entries through the interview process. 

Patricia Hill Collins explains that the theory intended to provide women with knowledge 

of the importance for understanding practices of oppression and to understand the oppressed and 

the oppressor in order for their survival (Bowell 2011). It is a form of providing the marginalized 

with the tools to understand how others perceive them, but, most importantly, to use that 

knowledge to create proper representations of their experiences themselves (Bowell 2011). Its 

application within this particular research provides Latino immigrant’s youth’s assertion of their 

identity and challenges those imposed by stereotypes of the dominant groups way of thinking 
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(Bowell 2011). The inclusion of their voices to represent their experiences with adversity and the 

roots of resiliency adds to the body of knowledge regarding pathways and identifiers of resiliency 

by allowing us to see how they experience the world (Bowell 2011). 

As we enter the world of the marginalized population of Latino immigrant youth through 

the application of standpoint theory, we gain insight to the vectors of oppression and the ways in 

which they cope with these (Ritzer 2008, Harding 2009). Their voices determine what we know 

about them and what we are limited in knowing (Bowell 2011) not the research that has, for so 

long, disregarded the importance of their voice in understanding resiliency. It provides them with 

the power and control over what we know about them (Bowell 2011). As they become the owners 

of their personal experience, we learn about aspects of social relations that are not illuminated 

through perspectives of dominant groups (Bowell 2011). Instead of being presented to us as a 

population “at-risk,” the image is completely altered, and they become images of strength and 

perseverance. The account of their experience becomes much more complete and realistic 

because our questions about this population change as a result of what they have chosen to expose 

(Bowell 2011) through their journal entries. By means of understanding their perceptions of their 

experiences through this research, we can challenge the existing research that portrays them in 

incomplete ways or provides distorted information because it has been grounded in stereotypes of 

“risk” (Bowell 2011). Through the application of standpoint theory, we learn what has been told 

as well as what has been left out (Rouse 2009). Applying this theory allows us to see Latino 

immigrant youth differently. It establishes an image of these youth that portrays the part of their 

story that has been ignored: how they face adversity and the development of resiliency. 

Connecting the Theories 

The combination of intersectionality and standpoint theory strengthens the research on 

resiliency by providing understanding of the range and complexity of oppression that results from 

the multiple dimensions of individuals (Bowell 2011 & Hawkesworth 2006). The experience of 
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marginalized groups such as Latino immigrant youth is unique in the sense that their different 

“vectors” of existence place them in situations where they become the “outsider within” allowing 

them to see and experience each situation differently (Ritzer 2008). As this group develops a 

common standpoint through the commonality in their experiences as Latinos, males, and 

immigrants we become conscious of privileges and oppression existing in society (Lemert 1993). 

Viewing the multiple dimensions of individuals and the oppression attached to it leads us to raise 

questions and recognize the need to address such issues in research agendas and policy initiatives 

with immediate and practical applications (Bowell 2011 & Lemert 1993). Yet, our ability to make 

any difference is limited as a result of the restriction of this knowledge behind the voices of a 

dominant majority, which fails to recognize the existence of an overarching structure of 

domination in the lives of Latino Immigrant male youth. It is the objective of this particular 

research to change this trend of reporting. Applying intersectionality and standpoint theory in this 

research supports my goals of understanding the complexity of resiliency from the perspective of 

those who are targets of oppression and bias from multiple dimensions and allow me to resonate 

their “common truth” (Hawkesworth 2006) as evidence of a complex form of resiliency among 

their population. 

METHODOLOGY 

Methodological Overview 

Through the use of a qualitative approach embedded in standpoint and intersectionality 

theory to identify how Latino immigrant male youth counteract oppression and bias, I believe we 

are able to acknowledge the complexity of resiliency. This study implemented a qualitative 

approach as a means for departing from the common quantitative approach to understanding the 

conceptualization of resiliency. The use of standpoint theory comes through in the process of 

journal-elicitation, allowing me to convey a comprehensive and collective representation of 

youth’s experiences with oppression and bias (Becker 1996 & Babbie 2008). The prompts 
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utilized within the journals address the individual experiences of participants and are intended to 

invite experiences relative to their intersecting identities as youth, Latinos, males, and 

immigrants. In implementing these theories within my methodological approach, I argue that my 

findings alert us to the labels by which we identify many of our Latino immigrant youth. Through 

my mixed qualitative study and unique methodological approach, I was able to unpack the “at-

risk” label and identify strategies for resiliency. 

First-generation Latino immigrant male youth between the ages of 12-17 participated in 

journal-elicitation interviews as a source for understanding their experiences with oppression and 

bias, perceptions of these experiences, and self-perceptions. Through this approach, this study 

departed from the common approach that tends to portray the pieces of their story to fit the most 

common label of “at-risk” and, instead, recognizes these youth as resembling resiliency. 

“Mixed Methods” 

To portray such experiences, I utilized two approaches: qualitative in-depth unstructured 

interviews and journaling. The use of journals is similar to “photo-elicitation interviews” which 

will be discussed further. 

Journaling 

I created an 8” x 4” twenty-one-page journal2 suitable for writing or drawing. It contained 

instructions, prompts,3 and my contact information for reference during the process. The 

instructions clarified that the journal was to be kept for 10-14 days, a minimum of 7 entries were 

necessary, the prompts did not have to be used, and the journal was intended to freely write or 

draw about personal experiences and feelings. Prompts were used for the majority of the journals, 

except for three, specifically among the oldest participants, which consisted of daily experience 

entries not strictly relevant to the prompts. Overall, the contents of this journal consisted of 

2 A complete description of journal contents is available in Appendix A.
3 A complete listing of prompts is available in Appendix B.
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entries describing life events, reactions to such events, and, for some, illustrations depicting those 

events. Throughout the journaling process I stayed in contact as needed and reminded youth 

participants to complete the journal. For the first four participants, I was also in touch to remind 

them of the second interview date, time, and location. All ten participants completed their 

journals. 

Journal-Elicitation Interviews 

The method of journal-elicitation interviews was derived from the concept of photo-

elicitation interviews, which inserts photographs into the interview process. Photo-elicitation has 

been recognized for evoking a deeper element of human consciousness as it connects the 

individual with the experience in the photograph (Harper 2002). It works successfully when 

interviewing young participants by providing them with a clear, tangible, non-linguistic prompt, 

no “correct answer,” and gives them the opportunity to lead the discussion (Clark-Ibanez 2007). 

Similar to photo-elicitation, the process of journal elicitation was utilized to prompt the 

interview process in order to gain “richer data” (Clark-Ibanez 2007). During the second interview 

or second part of the interview, I utilized questions I developed from the journal entries and used 

those as starting points for our conversations. The combination of utilizing journal entries along 

with one-hour long, in-depth, un-structured interviews provided me with a focus to drive the 

interview. When making follow-up phone calls, I set a day and time for me to pick up the journal 

and for us to conduct the journal-elicitation interview. The day of the “pick-up” was typically 2-3 

days apart from the journal-elicitation interview. After picking up each participants’ journal, I 

went through each page, wrote the “main idea” of the entry at the bottom of the journal, and 

wrote follow-up questions to the entries or pictures on post-it notes and left them in the 

corresponding page of the journal. 

After carefully and thoroughly reading and observing each participant’s journal, I 

conducted the journal-elicitation interview. During this part of the process, participants were 

asked if there was a particular entry with which they wanted to begin. For most, we began on the 
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first entry they had written in their journal. I used the main topic written at the bottom to start the 

conversation, by saying “tell me more about…” During this process of sharing, other events, 

feelings, and stories would arise. Then, we proceeded with the questions I had written relevant to 

each entry and any others that would come up during the conversation. The method enabled me to 

pursue the process as a tool for interacting to arrive at contextually based information about 

resiliency (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). It worked especially well with my particular age group by 

initiating their thoughts through the journaling and elaborating on those during the interview. 

Thoughts and ideas had already been initiated and, as a result, “on the spot” thinking was 

minimal. Furthermore, using their journal entries as the basis of the questions gave participants 

greater ownership of where the conversation went in relation to their original ideas. This sense of 

ownership of the participant, and interest from the part of the researcher, kept youth engaged 

during the interviews. 

Interviews 

In addition to journal-elicitation interviews, there was an initial set of questions intended 

to gather information that would build context to the individual stories as well as to provide the 

journal and instructions. For the six participants from my first school site, these questions were 

asked during the journal-elicitation interview because the recruitment process was done 

differently when coordinating with my site contact. For the four participants from my second 

school site, the initial questions were asked during a pre-interview. Although the process was 

different, all questions were addressed. 

For the four participants the pre-interview and the journal-elicitation interviews were 

spread out over a maximum of a two-week period to allow myself time to read over the journals 

after receiving them. During the first interview, I addressed the initial questions4 intended to 

gather demographic and background information such as: years in the United States, reason for 

immigrating, things they enjoy about living in the U.S., things they do not enjoy about living in

4 A complete listing of the questions is available in Appendix C. 
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the U.S., what they miss about their native country, negative experiences in the U.S. thus far, 

people or programs that have been welcoming to them, successes they have had upon 

immigrating, and what they tend to do when they have a negative experience or find themselves 

home-sick. During this process, I clarified and used prompts as needed. Overall, addressing these 

questions in the beginning of the research process provided background information essential for 

understanding their experience as immigrants in the United States. At this time, I also provided 

instructions on keeping the journal used for the journal-elicitation post-interview. In the end, all 

participants were provided with a 10-dollar Target gift card for their completion of the journaling 

and interview process. 

Throughout the process of conducting interviews and getting to know participants, the 

importance of understanding the experiences that reveal youth’s resilience became much more 

obvious. The implementation of a qualitative approach involving in-depth journal-elicited 

interviews assisted me in gaining a deeper understanding of the insider’s perspective of reality, 

permitting that I most appropriately and holistically describe the situation of immigrant Latino 

youth (Fetterman 1998). The approach allowed me, the researcher, to begin “broad” with a topic 

of interest, resiliency, and understand it in the lives of immigrant Latino youth as the study 

unfolded (Fetterman 1998). It worked for me, as the researcher, because I hold the sensitivity, 

curiosity, and empathy necessary to learn about the visible and non-visible experiences of Latino 

immigrants (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). In fact, participants’ commitment to and excitement for 

the journaling, led me to believe what I had suspected: these alleged “at-risk” youth are actually 

resilient. 

Recruitment Process 

To recruit my participants, I initially asked site contacts to recommend Latino male 

immigrant youth between the ages of 11-18. To avoid imposing on the privacy policy and the 

rights of participants as part of the districts, I informed site contacts that I was interested in 

immigrant male youth in ELD (English Language Development) or Read 180 (a reading 
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intervention class). Both are common courses for youth with low English and academic skills. 

Upon meeting with site contacts to discuss the project, I was able to convey the focus of my 

research so that they had a clearer understanding of my research goals. This allowed them to 

provide a sample of participants that most accurately represented the population whose 

experiences I intended to comprehend. 

Participants were recruited from two school sites in San Diego County from which I have 

personal and professional contacts. I provided my two contacts with a brief email explaining the 

project and the required participants. The recruitment process differed at each site. 

For Site 1, my contact asked me to meet with her after school hours in the first week of 

January. She examined her class list and went through students who could participate, specifically 

looking at place of birth since this was the only means by which she could determine whether 

they were immigrants. As she came across possible participants, she dictated as I wrote their 

names, phone number, and the student’s parents’ name. She and I made arrangements to explain 

the project to interested participants during lunch on the Friday that followed. 

In the meantime, that same afternoon, I contacted all the parents, provided them with 

information about the project, their rights and their kids’ rights as participants, my plan to meet 

with their son in that week, and the consent form that their son would take home on Friday. 

On that Friday, I visited the school site during lunchtime. My site contact sent passes to the 

six kids who were interested in participating. I provided them with lunch since they were going to 

be meeting with me during their lunchtime. I took the journals with me and explained the project 

to the kids. In doing so, I informed them that I was a university student interested in a project 

intended to understand their experiences as immigrants in the United States. Their stories, I 

mentioned, are important because not a lot of people share their same experiences. I explained 

that they could choose to draw or write about anything that happened at school, at home, during 

sports, and/or any event that they chose to share. Following the explanation of the project, I also 

reviewed the assent form with students, explained that participation was their choice throughout 
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the entire process, and that if they chose to participate they should return the consent form to their 

teacher by Tuesday the following week. 

The kids asked if they were going to receive their journals on that day. I confirmed that they 

wanted them already and they said, “yes” so that they could start already. I gave them the journal 

and assent form. Five students returned signed assent forms with parent permission. One student 

did not bring his assent and I realized that I had not made contact with his parents. At that point, I 

called his mom and asked her if she had received the form. She informed me that her son would 

not be participating. I told her that I respected her decision and appreciated her time. One to two 

days later, for the five young men who did return signed consent forms, I made a follow-up phone 

call to thank the family, discuss the project, and address any questions. Thus, the research process 

for these students began. 

Site 2 recruitment procedures worked a little differently. For these participants, my site 

contact made the first contact with the identified possible youth and their parent or guardian. 

These youth were invited specifically from a beginning English Development (ELD) class 

because most immigrant youth are placed in these classes to get support in their English 

development. They were recruited on the basis of my contacts knowledge of their arrival in the 

U.S. and placement in the course. After these youth were identified and provided with assent 

form, they returned it to my site contact. I acquired these and made a second contact with parents 

to thank them for agreeing to let their child participate and set a day for the first interview. 

In total, 10 youth agreed to participate. In the end, despite different recruitment processes and 

immigration experiences, the participants shared surprisingly similar strategies to negotiate their 

encounters with adversity. 

Participants 

Participants in this study consisted of Latino male immigrant youth from ages 12-17. 

Their teachers described these youth as displaying two ore more of the characteristics of “at-risk” 

youth, such as: having limited support at home, engaging in attention-seeking behavior, 
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disruptive or challenging behavior, enrolled in lower level/remedial courses, frequent school 

absences, and/or raised by extended family members or a single parent. The difference amongst 

participants is their time of residency in the U.S. and this is reflected in the participant profile that 

follows: 

Participant Profile

Name Birth	  Country Immigrated From: Age of
Arrival

Current
Age

Time	  in	  
U.S.

Sebastian United States 
Left before age 5 

Oaxaca, MX 12 14 2 yrs. 

Iban United States 
Left before age 5 

Guanajuato, MX 11 17 6 yrs. 

Javier Mexico D.F., MX 2 12 10 yrs. 

Jorge Mexico Michoacan, MX Infant 
(3mo.) 

12 ≈12yrs. 

Josue Mexico Guerrero, MX Infant 
(1-3mo.) 

14 ≈14yrs. 

Juan Mexico Oaxaca, MX 13 14 1yr. 

Emilio Mexico Oaxaca, MX 16 17 1yr. 

Enrique Mexico Aguas Calientes, MX 12 12 5mo. 

Arturo Colombia Colombia 12 12 4mo. 

Alberto Nicaragua Nicaragua 10 13 3yrs. 

As the table indicates, two of the participants, Sebastian and Iban were born in the United 

States, returned to their parents’ native country before the age of 5, and then returned to the 

United States in their early adolescent years. Javier, Jorge, and Josue were born in various areas 

of Mexico and immigrated to the United States as infants between being a few months old to 2 

years old and consider having lived in the U.S. their “whole life.” Five of the participants, Juan, 

Emilio, Enrique, Arturo, and Alberto arrived in the United States between the ages of 10-16 and 

have resided in the United States between 3 months to 3 years. Despite their diverse immigrant 
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histories, you will see in the next section that there was a striking similarity in their responses as 

immigrants and strategies of resiliency. 

While their status as immigrants was not criteria for participation in this research, it could 

have implications in the findings. Hence, as participants told their stories, all participants born 

outside of the U.S. and having arrived between the ages of 10-16 reside “legally” in the U.S. 

From the three participants born outside of the United States and immigrating as infants only one 

hinted at being undocumented. Javier mentioned that his grandmother raised him for his first two 

years because his parents did not want to bring him “por el desierto” (through the desert). Jorge 

and Josue, when asked if they would visit their family’s native country if the opportunity arose, 

said they would not because they “like it here.” Immigrant status would have attached another 

layer to the concept of resiliency among Latino immigrant youth. It would have given insight to 

another direction of adversity faced by undocumented Latino immigrant male youth and, as a 

result, additional or different strategies of resilience. 

Issues in the Interview Process 

The methodological approach required that families allow me into their homes to work 

with participants. The consistent communication between parents, participants, and myself as part 

of the process permitted families to become comfortable with their involvement in the project and 

me, as a researcher. I informed families that their child had been recommended by a school staff 

member to participate and that I was a student researcher. They welcomed me into their homes 

and enjoyed telling me parts of the immigrant family story. Through these interactions, I had my 

first affirmation that these youth were perfect examples of resiliency. 

Participants’ Families 

The families of youth who participated in this study asked me a lot of questions about 

how they could help their children. While children are attempting to navigate the school system 

and their community, parents were also trying to learn those systems and their role in helping 
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their children. They felt confident that the school was going to invest in their children as much as 

they would and demonstrated significant trust and respect for teachers and even myself as a 

student researcher. They trusted that the schools had made appropriate course level placements 

for their children and did not question these. Instead, they questioned their child’s failure to 

advance in their basic skills: reading, writing, and math. Because they frequently lacked the basic 

skills or resources to help their children, they felt helpless. 

These concerns raised two dilemmas for me: my place in providing input as a teacher and 

my attempt to understand these aspects of the educational institution as a researcher. The parents 

trusted that I had the answers to their concerns, but I did not see my role in this project as being 

able to provide any answers. Thus, I listened to their concerns and avoided providing any definite 

answers. Through this process, I acquired understanding about the families’ role in nurturing 

resiliency among participants. 

Ethical Considerations 

My research involves a vulnerable population. To ensure that I pursued this project in an 

ethical manner, I made sure that I understood and followed the policies involved in working with 

vulnerable youth as identified by the university’s Institutional Review Board as well as the 

privacy rights of the two school district sites I was working with. For that reason, the names of 

the school sites were omitted from the analysis. As for participants’ confidentiality, I have 

maintained it by using pseudonyms and making sure that any other identifying information was 

protected. Once students returned their completed journals, I made sure to keep them in a 

confidential and safe area where others did not have access. The audio files and written 

transcripts are saved in password-protected files. 

Challenges 

There were two significant challenges that arose in the completion of this project, one 

resulting from the other. These challenges affected recruitment and my sample. 
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Recruitment 

Not knowing the strict research policies of school districts, I got in contact with one of 

my colleagues at the schools. She proceeded to ask her principal about the possibility that I 

recruit participants from their site. Her school principal told her that this type of project required 

permission from someone at the district level. Once the details of the project were provided to the 

district contact by my school contact, I was informed that the entire school district would not 

participate, hence, reducing my options to recruit from only two school sites out of the three I had 

intended. Unfortunately, this district had been an integral part of my proposed project because 

they have a high population of Latino youth. 

Sample 

I had initially intended to recruit all Latino male immigrant youth between the ages of 11-

15. However, I had to modify my criteria by adjusting the age range and eliminating the need for 

them to be recent immigrants. In addition, I sought youth who exemplified one or more of the 

following: low academic achievement (C- or lower in academic content classes), limited English 

proficiency (CELDT score below 3), immigrant parents, living in households with extended 

family members, limited parent involvement in school, limited involvement in extracurricular 

activities, profile of misbehavior at school, being raised by an extended family member, frequent 

negative interactions with teachers, little or no positive interaction with teachers, staff, and adults 

in the setting, part of low-ability groups, and/or minimal to no friends in the classroom. I intended 

to target Latino male immigrant youth who fulfilled these criteria because, as identified by Clark-

Ibanez (2008), these interactions affect student outcomes and experiences within institutional 

settings disregard the “whole” child. Disregarding the “whole” child is the means by which we 

distinguish a child that is “at-risk” rather than “resilient.” However, due to strict privacy policies 

within school districts, I could not ask for participants according to academic or behavior profile 

and had to limit my criteria to information they had the right to disclose. 
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After this occurred, I followed the appropriate procedure for recruiting youth from the 

other two school sites. Specifically, I eliminated much of my criteria of “at-risk” youth and time 

they have resided in the U.S. As a result, I could not specifically analyze the experiences of 

recent Latino immigrant male youth as I had intended. Even so, I found that the identity of these 

youth as Latino immigrant males was sufficient enough for identifying youth of which the “at-

risk” literature often speaks. The information provided by my two site contacts about participants 

speaks to the identified traits of “at-risk” youth. All participants were said to have limited support 

at home and were enrolled in lower level/remedial courses. Four of the ten participants were 

described as engaging in attention seeking and disruptive or challenging behaviors. Two 

participants had frequent school absences. Extended family members were raising three of the 

participants. All of these factors are considered to resemble traits of youth in at-risk programs 

(Fairbrother 2008). However, as the findings demonstrate, they all portray to be reflections of 

resiliency according to the same criteria. 

FINDINGS 

In my research study I set out to use understanding of the in and out of school 

experiences of Latino immigrant male youth to re-interpret their lives as exhibiting resiliency. I 

was able to expand the notions of resiliency by analyzing participants who are typically identified 

as “at risk” through a more empowering lens, a resiliency lens. The data derived from 10 

qualitative journal-elicitation interviews reveal their complex experiences with adversity that 

result from their various intersecting identities as Latinos, males, immigrants, and youth. By 

understanding their encounters with intersecting forms of adversity, I was able to allow the data 

to reveal the existence of resilience that had been buried beneath our understanding of “at-risk” 

youth. 

In fact, evidence from the data collection process served as the first indicator that these 

so-called “at-risk” youth were, in fact, quite resilient. I noted the ways in which the young men 
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took ownership and pride of the journaling project. Their commitment and value of the project 

was an initial indicator of the power in the existence of compatibility between structure and 

youth’s agency. It is important to emphasize this because such a finding would have not been 

revealed through any other methodological approach that did not require extra, unsupervised time 

from participants. To begin, five of the participants asked for the journal right away (during the 

recruitment process) so that they could “get started with it.” All participants or their parents 

stayed in contact with me during the time they had the journals. Some parents were concerned 

that their child was not writing enough and would call me to make sure what their child had 

written was going to help me. Two kids informed me that their mom had assisted them and even 

sat with them to decorate or, for those who arrived in the U.S. as infants, to give them information 

about their country. One of the most powerful ways their resiliency is foreshadowed occurred 

during my interview with Arturo: 

Entrevistadora: ¿Y en que actividades estas involucrado fuera de la escuela?
 

Arturo: En esta.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿En esta, cual?
 

Arturo: En este proyecto.
 

Interviewer: And what activities are you involved in outsider of school?
 

Arturo: In this one.
 

Interviewer: In this one, which one?
 

Arturo: In this project.
 

Arturo considered involvement in my project an extracurricular activity. Identifying his 

participation as an activity he has chosen to be involved in, I argue, is evidence of the value he 

gave to my thesis project and the pride he took in his commitment to it. When I left Arturo’s 

house he said “La miro el lunes, entonces” (I’ll see you Monday then). I responded “No,” and he 

says, “A, entonces el miércoles” (Oh, so Wednesday then), I responded “No.” He looked at me 

with confusion and I explained that he had completed the project. Disappointed, Arturo replied, 
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“Oh, okay.” Our conversation ended there and I drove away even more committed to these young 

men. 

A culmination of these instances of excitement for participation foreshadows the positive 

effects of providing youth with opportunities to excel. It also emphasizes their desire to “pay it 

forward” and assist me in the completion of this project. It is an indication that there is something 

special to these young men and the appropriate structures can bring this out as it did with this 

project that gave them a sense of value. Their alleged “at-risk” label was beginning to be 

transformed in my mind as resiliency. I believed that I was “on to something” in terms of their 

agency and ability to complete this study. 

Yet, as this first section will reveal, the young men did encounter substantial challenges 

as Latino male immigrants. Then, I discuss the elements of resiliency they exhibit. I found that 

the young men deployed specific resiliency strategies: embracing positive moments, sustaining 

aspirations, being encouraged, and paying it forward. Finally, the third section of findings 

highlight the importance of structural components in “taking a toll” on these strategies. 

Their Challenges 

“El aterrizaje es un poco difícil pero el viaje es un poco mejor” (The landing is a little 

challenging but the trip is a bit better) explained Iban, the slim 17 year old Latino from 

Guanajuato, Mexico, who arrived in the U.S. at age 11, when sharing words of wisdom about the 

immigrant experience. His words perfectly embrace the overall attitude of all youth in this study 

who expressed their excitement over the new opportunities that accompany living in the United 

States. In their attempt to seek these opportunities, they acknowledge that there are challenges 

they have to face. Within this section, challenges of oppression and poverty become evident in 

the data presented through youth’s journal entries and interviews. It is my intent to utilize this 

section to show that these young men do indeed face challenges that could result in an “at-risk” 

label. This label is grounded in the following aspects of their life: having to re-define their 
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childhood, displaying a sense of insecurity, and feeling incompetent. It is important to note that I 

indeed demonstrate that these men indeed face challenges – not to reify the label of “at-risk” – 

but so that I can then expand the focus of their lives to reveal effective strategies for resiliency. 

The first challenge is their encounter with re-defining their childhood. Upon immigrating, 

youth find that they have to adapt to a completely new meaning of childhood that involves the 

need to: develop new friendships, live with greater restrictions than they had in their country of 

origin, and adapt to changes in responsibility. 

New Friendships 

The challenge of developing new friendships was found to be significant for participants. 

Youth expressed that upon arriving they had a desire for friends to help them find ways to spend 

their leisure time. Emilio, a very mature and respectful young 17 year old who has been in the 

U.S. for one year, had written thorough and detailed entries but had very little to say regarding 

one of his entries. He attempted to expand on a journal entry in which he wrote about feeling sad 

during the Christmas season because he realized that he would have had much more to do in his 

country than he did in the U.S. Emilio explained that he had not gone home to Mexico this 

Christmas because he did not want to miss some exams at school and it had been too late to ask 

the school for “permission.” I asked him about how he would have liked to spend his time 

knowing that he was not going to get to enjoy the traditional celebrations of his country. He 

responded: “…pues no se tal vez irme con mis amigos o mi familia. Por que aquí no se mucho, no 

se que hacer aquí no se me ocurre nada. Aya en México si me iba con mis amigos hacer cosas 

pero aquí no se todavía. Tal vez si tengo unos amigos” (…Well I don’t know maybe go with my 

friends or family. It’s because I don’t know a lot here, I don’t know what to do here. I can’t think 

of anything. Over in Mexico I would go with my friends to do things but I don’t know what to do 

here, maybe if I had some friends”). In his response, Emilio emphasized “not knowing.” It shows 

a sense of loss as he repeatedly said that he did not know what he would do, making it known that 

he has yet not adapted fully to his life in the U.S. While Emilio was able to write and talk about 



      

             

         

  

               

     

        

         

           

             

             

           
  

 
          

        
          

              
       

 
              

      
 

          
 

                 
      

 
                  

            

            

Arellano 46

his daily experiences in an elaborative way throughout his journal and the interview, I found him 

stumble at this point when I questioned him about his leisure time because friends make up a big 

part of their identity as youth childhood and demonstrate to become much more important to 

them as immigrants. 

While youth found their friends in their community and at school in their home country, 

the way they meet friends in the U.S. is meaningfully different. For all participants, regardless of 

years in the U.S., school demonstrated to become the place that assists in the process of 

acculturation and assimilation by providing them with social capital they do not have easy access 

to in their communities. It is the place that redefines their identity as youth immigrants and 

becomes an important foundation for shaping their new life. It is so important that the moments 

when they are not at school feel eternal to them as Juan described. 

With his dark complexion, hair stiffened with gel, 14-‐year old Juan sits on a stool

telling me about	  just	  how school is	  shaping his childhood when I questioned him about why

he was so	  excited	  to	  return	  to	  school after a two-‐week break:

Entrevistadora: Okay pues. Aquí me hablaste de tu regreso a la escuela y ¿como te 
sentiste contento? Dime de ese momento… 

Juan: Es que como tengo unos amigos que también vienen apenas, bueno ahorita ya se 
fueron, vinieron…Entonces me llevo bien con ellos y estábamos platicando así cuando 
íbamos yendo a las clases. Entonces me pongo mas alegre que estar aquí encerrado y 
estar con mis amigos mejor. Si estuviera ahí con ellos yo estaría mejor con ellos que aquí 
en la casa. 

Interviewer: Okay then. Here you talked about your return to school and how you felt 
happy, tell me about this moment… 

Juan: It’s because I have these friends who also just arrived, well right now they already 
left, and they came…so I get along well with them and we talk during passing period. So 
I get happier than being here locked up and being with my friends is better. If I was there 
with them I would be better off than being here at home. 

While it would be hard to get many children to say that they prefer to be at school rather than at 

home, Juan makes a distinguishable point. In the U.S. Juan spends his vacation time “locked up” 

while his two brothers and their wives, with whom he lives, work. When I visited him during the 
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first and second interview, which occurred over his winter break, I asked him what he had been 

doing and he would say “mirando películas” (Watching movies) with minimal excitement. He has 

not yet developed friendships with the neighborhood kids, has not learned his way in the area, and 

does not know if it is safe for him to leave without an adult, hence spends his winter break 

between four walls and in front of a widescreen television. His childhood is no longer about 

climbing the hills of his pueblo and not returning home until the stars are the only light leading 

him home. It is now about school as the place that provides the thrill and friendships important to 

Latino immigrant male youth (Perreira 2010; Perez, Espinoza & Coronado 2009). 

Greater Restrictions 

Developing and strengthening these friendships becomes a challenge for all youth 

participants because they find their childhood restricted “de la yarda para adentro” (from the yard 

to inside [the house]) as Juan stated when comparing living in the U.S. to living Oaxaca, Mexico. 

For some, specifically the newer immigrants like Juan it is because they are unfamiliar with the 

area, and for the majority it is because they live in apartment homes that provide no yard to play. 

Emilio conveyed this sense of restriction as a result of unfamiliarity with the area when he rated 

living in the U.S. at a 6 on a scale from 1-10, 10 being “loving it”: 

Si, yo pienso que un 6. Pues me gusta la escuela y como están organizados ahí pero como 
aya teníamos mas libertad. Salíamos jugar, así nos divertíamos nos íbamos a trabajar al 
campo… 

Yeah, I think a 6. Well, I like school and how they are organized there but over there we 
had more liberty. We would go outside to play, that’s how we had fun, we would go to 
work to the fields… 

Emilio not only echoes what Juan stated about their restricted childhood but he implies the 

community’s failure to provide the means for youth like themselves to establish the necessary 

friendships in those instances when school is not in session. He makes this clear when he 

proceeded to share that in his country he was not restricted to being at home. In fact, his home 

was every part of his pueblo of Guegovela in Oaxaca: the people, valleys, rivers, fields, and the 
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walls filled with the warmth of his mother and father. It was the opportunity to embrace these that 

defined his childhood in his country and they are limited in the U.S. 

For the seven participants who arrived as adolescents, the way their leisure time is spent 

differently was made apparent. This came through as they shared how things were specifically 

different when having to spend their leisure time away from natural settings in contrast to how 

they had done in their country. Sebastian finds that his childhood is also completely transformed 

in the same way as Emilio and Juan’s. Raised in the U.S. by his uncle, who holds a night shift 

position at Carl’s Jr., and his family, his childhood occurs between four walls of a single-family 

apartment with children’s movies and television shows as his entertainment. Sebastian repeats 

Emilio’s message when he wrote about a picture he drew of three boys playing in the middle of 

nature, surrounded by rivers and a mountain, which he stood on top of. When I asked him to 

explain what was happening in the picture, he responded with “me acuerdo que esta mas bonito 

aya que acá (“I remember that it’s much prettier over there than it is here”). The picture spoke to 

a memory of the beauty of his country and the way in which he spent his leisure time with his 

friends in his country. I asked him to tell me the roots of this memory and he said, “Como estar 

acá mas encerrado y allá no” (“Like being more locked up her and not over there [his country]”). 

For Sebastian, the beauty of his country lies in the freedom he had to play, throw rocks into the 

rivers, and “sword-fight” with fallen tree branches. The confines of the four walls that his uncle is 

able to provide now define his new childhood as an immigrant in the United States. This presents 

to be a challenge for Latino immigrant youth as it affects their ability to engage in the interaction 

with peers that they desire. More so, they are limited to developing relationships with peers who 

share common experiences that is recognized to assist in their adaptation and minimize their 

feelings of alienation and frustration (Portes & Rivas 2011, Perez, Cortez, Ramos, & Coronado 

2010). 
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Changes in Responsibility 

In between those four walls that are now going to re-define his identity as a child, 

Sebastian and other Latino immigrant youth, specifically those who immigrated as adolescents, in 

the study reported that their responsibilities changed upon immigrating to the U.S. Some of these 

youth told of higher levels of responsibility. When rating his new life in the U.S., Emilio 

elaborated on the idea of having less freedom but acknowledged that the level of responsibility he 

had in his country was higher than what he had experienced in the U.S.: 

…Porque ahí trabajábamos para nosotros para nuestras tierras y pues nos beneficiábamos 
nosotros mismos y aquí no tenemos en que trabajar y si trabajamos también se hace 
difícil por lo del ingles y eso. 

…Because over there we would work for ourselves, for our land and we would all benefit 
ourselves and here, no, we don’t have a place to work and if we work it’s hard because of 
the English and all that. 

The first point that Emilio makes is regarding who benefits from his family’s labor. He 

emphasizes that their work in Mexico was on their own land, suggesting that they would see and 

have complete access to the profits. In his explanation of his inability to contribute financially as 

he had done in his Mexico, he implied financial challenges faced by his family. He acknowledges 

that if the prospect did arise, his limited English proficiency would minimize the opportunity. 

Overall, as a result of this shift from having the means by which to assist his family and have 

access to the successes of his hard work, Emilio’s challenge is dealing with a sense of 

helplessness. He has to accept that, in order to minimize this feeling of helplessness, his desire to 

contribute to his family’s financial needs has to shift in a new direction, one often rooted in the 

individual mobility rather than communal mobility like what he is accustomed to from living in a 

pueblo. He is challenged with the concern over how his family is affected by being at the bottom 

of the “occupational hourglass” and he is unable to contribute financially to change that (Portes & 

Rivas 2011:225). 
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Insecurity 

In their stories youth demonstrate the existence of feelings of insecurity rooted in their 

unique identity as immigrants to the United States. Participants who had immigrated as infants as 

well as adolescents reported feeling insecure and speak of these feelings in relation to their 

immigrant identity. Iban shares an example of this when he says, “Bueno desde que llegue me 

sentía inseguro de mi mismo, de la escuela. No sabia como iba ser aquí en este país. No sabia 

como iba funcionar aquí la escuela los amigos.”(Well since I arrived I felt insecure about myself, 

about school. I didn’t know how it was going to be in this country. I didn’t know how I would 

function here: school, friends). Iban’s explanation is evidence of the emotional distress that 

Latino immigrant youth have the may encounter upon migration (Lieberman 1990). In his 

explanation he describes his fears and insecurities of living in the new country, specifically his 

ability to adapt. He was concerned about his school and his friends, the things he knew would be 

of significant impact in his life at 11 years old. 

These insecurities progress as the process of attempting to adapt continues as Iban later 

demonstrates when discussing how he approaches difficulties at school. He indicated during his 

interview that he prefers to approach his teachers with questions individually rather than during 

class. I asked him to explain what the difference was between asking in front of the class versus 

in person and he replied, “no se en veces como que me da cosa preguntar en frente de la clase, no 

se me da cosa…me da pena” (I don’t know sometimes I like feel weird asking in front of the class, 

I don’t know I feel weird..I feel embarrassed). While Iban could simply want to approach the 

teacher individually to acquire more thorough and specific feedback to his questions, his reason 

for preferring to ask the teacher individually stems from feeling discomfort. He then proceeded to 

emphasize that his limited English and concern for how his classmate would react if he said 

something incorrectly compounded his discomfort. 

Similarly, Josue reproduces the existence of this insecurity within the educational setting 

even after having already adapted to the U.S. system. Josue immigrated to the U.S. as an infant 



            

     

 

    

          

 

          

           

            

              

          

 

           

           

   

              

           

       

            

     

         
             
            

         
 

            
               

               
   

Arellano 51

and described himself in his journal as having “black hair and brown 

eyes…strange…respectful…responsible…and with a lot of hairs on my head.” Josue depicts his 

insecurity at the moment he had to take a test when he wrote: “It took me so long to write all 

those notes. My finger was on fire. I was thinking too much and my head starts to hurt…I was 

thinking that I was going to do bad.” From Josue’s standpoint, there was no possibility that, 

despite his hard work in preparing for this test, he would do well. When I asked Josue in the 

interview about what helped him get through the idea that he would perform badly on the test, he 

attributed his success to his hard work to complete the notes and receiving help from his teacher. 

His response is evidence of the feelings of insecurity that exists among Latino youth immigrants, 

which can persist if they do not have the resources to help them through these feelings. These 

feelings of insecurity are recognized to transform into fear and anxiety (Perez, Cortes, Ramos, & 

Coronado 2010), which constructs the common “at-risk” label (Lieberman 1990). 

Incompetence 

Their feelings of insecurity lead them to assume they are incompetent. All participants 

shared experiences that shed light to how their capabilities become shielded beneath their 

inability to speak English proficiently. As a consequence, the opportunities they are given are not 

representative of their potential. For some youth it is about not feeling confident enough to 

succeed and for others it becomes so profound that they identify as incompetent. This perception 

of incompetency is well-described by Alberto, a 13 year old from Nicaragua who had described 

himself as a high achiever in regards to his academic performance in his native country but 

describes it differently in reference to the United States: 

Me sentía como tonto, me sentía como tonto, me sentía tonto solo viendo a las personas 
que están hablando, verlas y no poder saber ninguna sola palabra. Me sentía mejor hablar 
con mis amigos por que ellos hablaban español. Cuando yo aprendí el ingles, yo empecé 
a empujar a mi compañero para que el hablara ingles. 

I felt like dumb, I felt like dumb, I felt dumb just looking at people who were talking, 
seeing them and not know one single word. I felt better talking to my friends because they 
spoke Spanish. When I learned English I started pushing my friend so that he would 
speak English. 
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Alberto emphasizes that he felt incompetent. He felt “dumb” were the words he repeated when 

explaining his experience when first arriving in the United States. Being in the environment 

where everybody was conversing and not knowing one single word of what was being said 

marginalized him more beyond his status as an immigrant and a Latino in the United States. He 

had to find that place where being an outcast for not speaking the language would not exist to 

oppress him even more. The need to search for a “safe haven” highlights the degree of 

marginalization that these youth face in the United States. 

While limited English minimizes their identity to one of incompetence, the adolescent 

immigrants emphasized learning the language a challenge in itself. In contrast, the immigrants, 

who had arrived as infants, had the challenge of reading and writing the language, something not 

so transparent as speaking and understanding. Iban emphasizes learning English as one of the 

most important and challenging tasks he had to take on to make it through school in the United 

States. For him, it was not just the task of having to learn English that was going to help him feel 

more competent that marks his encounter with adversity, but on top of that, he had to deal with 

overcoming the frustration of the process itself. He says, “El idioma me requirió mucho 

aprenderlo. Me fastidie de aprenderlo. Tuve que aprenderlo por que así me podía comunicar con 

mis amigos o los maestros” (The language required a lot. I got fed up with learning it. I had to 

learn it because that is how I would be able to communicate with friends or teachers). Iban 

recognized the importance of learning the language but shared that he faced moments of 

discouragement and frustration in the process. It was frustrating to know that without acquisition 

of the language, he would continue to feel incompetent because he would be unable to ask for 

help or even socialize. Similar to Iban, Emilio attributed his failure to participate in his classes to 

his “incompetence” in English. That “incompetence” in language leads to an impression of 

“incompetence” about the content. This idea frustrated Emilio because he mentioned that he was 

confident that he knew the material in his Science class but was constrained to efficiently and 

effectively share his knowledge as a result of his limited English. 
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Evidently, while the landing is rough, the trip is truly only a little bit less challenging. 

More so, “tienes que trabajar mas del 100%” (You have to work more than 100 percent”) 

concluded Iban at the end of the interview. His words recapture the “can-do” attitude existent in 

the experience of Latino immigrant youth in the United States. While he may not directly state 

that there are many more forms of oppression and bias for Latino immigrant youth as a result of 

their status, his emphasis on having to work harder is sufficient enough to show this is true. The 

recognition that immigrant youth must work harder emphasizes that the schooling process in the 

U.S. is not structured to meet the needs of Latino immigrant youth (Valenzuela 1999). 

The data highlights the changes that Latino immigrant youth have to encounter as youth 

immigrants. The experience of childhood in the United States is completely different from how 

they have been brought up in their country. Arriving to the U.S. at whatever age, these youth are 

already products of the culture of their native country through their own experience or that passed 

on by their family (Lieberman 1990). Upon immigrating, adolescent immigrant youth find that 

they have to adapt to a completely new aspect of culture regarding the meaning of childhood. The 

establishment of friendships becomes a critical aspect of their childhood and as they connect with 

peers with similar experiences, their experience is less negative (Fangen 2010). Their challenges 

at school occur when their true potential is hidden beneath their limited English proficiency and 

their opportunities to excel academically are hindered as a result (Abrego & Gonzales 2010, 

Perreira & Ko 2010, Ibanez et. al 2004). However, a greater challenge arises when they have 

expectations at home or are afraid to associate with friends outside of school because they are 

unfamiliar with their community (Perez 2010). The lack of the additional supports within the 

community impact their opportunity to develop peer relations with youth who share similar 

experiences and can provide the support to get through the challenges accompanied by their 

experience (Perreira 2010 and Perez, Espinoza, and Coronado 2009). It is these challenges 

relevant to their identity as youth immigrant leading to an “at-risk” portrait of these youth that 

more powerfully manifest as resilience (Cardoso and Thompson 2010). 
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Their Resiliency 

“Sí se puede, sí se puede se puede, solo es lograr algo” (It’s possible, it’s possible, it’s 

just about achieving something) were the words with which Alberto closed our interview after I 

asked him if there was a message he had for immigrants or for the world regarding the immigrant 

experience. His words resound with the immense potential of Latino immigrant youth despite the 

varied ways they are continuously inflicted with adversity. Unfortunately, the words of Alberto 

have not been as resonant as the words of those who make policy decisions affecting their 

outcomes as they are often viewed from a deficit lens. For this reason, it is important for this 

research to elaborate on the capacity in these youth who I argue exhibit resiliency rather than 

“risk.” 

The Latino immigrant youth in this study all demonstrate resiliency. Specifically, in my 

analysis of their stories, it became clear that they have “stocks” consisting of various strategies. 

These “stocks” are the primal source from which youth obtain “provisions” to overcome 

adversity. These bestow youth with significant “provisions,” but if these “drop,” everything else 

about their character is disregarded behind an “at-risk” label. The label influences a deficit 

perspective of their character among individuals who work closely with youth and claim to 

“understand” the expected outcomes of youth whose profile speaks “risk.” It is this analogous 

understanding of resiliency that illuminates resiliency of youth often viewed as “at-risk” and 

illuminates it by emphasizing the ways in which they have managed to conserve their “stocks.” 

The “provisions” available in their stocks consist of embracing the positive memories, thriving on 

encouragement, paying it forward, and sustaining aspirations. Throughout their experience, they 

turn to these investments and, therefore, their resiliency is revealed beyond the adversity they 

face. 

Embracing The Positive Memories 

In the transition to establishing their new life in the United States, these young men reach 

into their stocks determined to get through the challenges by embracing their family, both distant 
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and near, their culture, and to moments of success as the means by which they overcome 

adversity. They tap into these resources because they are immediate sources from which they can 

re-connect with who they are, and thus, feel important and reminded of their worth in an 

environment where they are seeing otherwise (Ferguson 2000). 

Embracing Family 

One of the most significant sources reminding immigrant Latino youth of their worth is 

the family. Hence, these youth have found three ways to utilize family as a protective factor in the 

face of adversity as immigrant youth in the United States: direct contact with family in their home 

country, symbols of family in their home country, and appreciation for their family in the new 

country. 

Direct contact with family in their home country 

Embracing family in their home country, through direct contact, was significantly 

important for both Latino youth who had emigrated as infants and adolescents. The stories of 

Sebastian and Josue support this finding. Sebastian, who lives with his aunt, uncle, and their 

family of four, had a glimmer in his eyes when he shared that he stays in frequent contact with his 

parents and siblings. The following is evidence of the importance of embracing family in their 

home country: 

Entrevistadora: ¿Hablas con tu familia seguido? ¿Cada cuanto?
 

Sebastian: Si, cada semana.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿Con todos? ¿Te pasan a todos por teléfono?
 

Sebastian: Si.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿Y que les dices?
 

Sebastian: Me preguntan que como estoy les digo que bien.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿A quien extrañas mas?
 

Sebastian: A mi hermana [respuesta inmediata].
 

Entrevistadora: ¿A tu hermana? ¿A cual?
 

Sebastian: A la Chiquita.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿Te hacia travesuras?
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Sebastian: no [ojos llorosos] 

Interviewer: Do you talk to your family? How often?
 

Sebastian: Yes, every week
 

Interviewer: Do you talk to everybody?
 

Sebastian: Yes
 

Interviewer: What do you say to them?
 

Sebastian: They ask me how I am doing and I say I’m doing well.
 

Interviewer: Who do you miss the most?
 

Sebastian: my sister [immediate response]
 

Interviewer: Which one? The younger one?
 

Sebastian: The little one.
 

Interviewer: Did she give you a hard time?
 

Sebastian: No [his eyes become full with tears]
 

During those phone calls, Sebastian explained that he talks to every member of his immediate 

family, including his 6-year old sister, who when he mentioned, turned the glimmer in his eyes 

into tears. According to him, they ask him how he is doing, how school is going, whether or not 

he is behaving both at home and at school, and what he is learning. While these conversations 

sometimes trigger his motivation to return to his country, they also increase his social presence 

with his immediate family aiding in the difficult times of the assimilation process (Dreby & 

Adkins 2011). 

Josue shared how his connection with his grandma, about whom he has few memories 

because he departed from his home country as an infant, is sustained through these phone calls. 

The value of these is revealed through the following conversation we had: 

Interviewer: Okay. How do you feel not seeing your grandma?
 

Josue: Sad, it’s been so long not seeing her
 

Interviewer: Do you talk to her?
 

Josue: Yeah, I talk to her.
 

Interviewer: So, what does she talk to you about when you talk to her?
 

Josue: She tells me how I was and she tells me when I’m gonna come over and visit her.
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Similar to Sebastian, Josue’s grandma is often interested in knowing how he is doing. She also 

asks him when he is going to go visit her and he replies with an “I don’t know.” When both 

participants shared about their conversations with their distant relatives, there was a significant 

amount of emotion. For Sebastian it brought tears because it was the only means he could re-

connect with his immediate family. For Josue it brought joy because it was the only form of 

connection he had ever had with his grandma and that was valuable to him. Despite these 

different emotions, the questions their family members ask are regarding how they are doing. 

This sense that someone cares for them plays an important role in the development of “self-

worth” characterized as a descriptor of resiliency (Brendtro & Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, 

Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 2002). The fact that they get the opportunity, 

through these phone calls, to be reminded of their worth through the interest and caring of their 

distant family becomes an important “provision” in fostering their resilience. 

Embracing symbols of family in home country 

Parallel to embracing family in their direct country, to embrace symbols that represent 

family in their home country was a second strategy of embracing in which both youth who 

emigrated as adolescents and infants were alike. Josue excitedly told me about an illustration of a 

fish that he made in his journal. The fish, a gift from his grandmother, now sits on his dresser in 

his room, Josue’s voice rose with excitement when sharing more about it: 

“Yeah, it was very important to me. Um, my grandma gave it to me and it reminded me 
whenever I saw it of my grandma. And when I came from México to here I still have it. 
It’s in the counter in my room.” 
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For Josue, the fish is a symbol of his connection with his grandmother whom he never had a 

chance to know. While his grandma cannot be present with the family in the United States, the 

fish represents her important place in his concept of his family (Dreby & Adkins 2011). It is a 

representation of the sacrifice his family has made in their search for opportunity (Dreby & 

Adkins 2011, Perreira & Ko 2010). The fish is representative of his ability to maintain a bond 

with his grandma while reminding him of his identity as an immigrant and his desire to embrace 

it to sustain this important aspect of his character. Maintaining and forming bonds such as these is 

a descriptor of resilient individuals, reinforcing the fact that these youth exhibit resilience 

(Brendtro & Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 

2002). 

Appreciation of family in the new country 

A third approach for youth to embrace family is the investment in appreciating their 

family in the new country. This strategy was more apparent in the experiences of youth who 

immigrated as adolescents who, in the process of adjusting, consider themselves to be fortunate. 
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They view their circumstances as immigrants in the U.S. as better when they compare their life 

with that of other children. Thirteen-year old Alberto emphasizes the significance of his family in 

his experience as a young immigrant when he states: 

Como comparto con mi familia…pues me hace alegre. Paso tiempo con mi familia. Yo se 
como muchos niños no son iguales, son adoptados, no tienen familia y la cosa es que yo 
sigo igual, no he perdido a nadie, soy alegre y también nosotros salimos a divertirnos y 
eso me hace a mi…contento, soy alegre… 

Because I share with my family….well it makes me happy. I spend time with my family. I 
know a lot of kids are not the same, they are adopted, do not have a family and I am the 
same, I have not lost anyone, I am happy and we go out and have fun and that makes 
me…happy, I am happy… 

Alberto sees his life as much better in comparison to that of other kids. Unlike kids who are 

adopted or lack the luxury of being with their family and sharing moments with their loved ones, 

he considers himself to be fortunate to have his family and spend time with them. His frame of 

reference permits him to see his life as better than that of others (Blanco-Vega & Castro-Olivo 

2008). Even though Alberto was raised in Nicaragua by his father and grandmother and lived 

separated from his mother for about three years, that part of his immigrant experience is clouded 

by the accounts in his life as they are now. For Alberto, it is the aspect sharing his life with his 

family, mother, three sisters, and stepfather that bring him happiness at this point in his immigrant 

experience. 

“Pues aquí esta bonito pues pero cuando convives con la familia pero si no no” (Well it’s 

nice living here when you spend time with family but if not, no). Emilio accentuates the overall 

importance of family for Latino immigrant youth. He implies that without the presence of a circle 

of family, his immigrant experience would not be positive. The most telling aspect of these 

findings is that the journal prompts did not elicit information specific to the family. Instead, they 

simply prompted kids to share their personal immigrant experience without further instruction on 

what to discuss specifically. The majority of participants in the study referenced family in their 

journals or to expand during the interview on an entry that did not originally have a reference to 
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family. This speaks to the ways that embracing family is a necessary and accessible bond that 

increases their possibility to get through challenges they face as immigrants in the United States 

(Cardoso & Thompson 2010). 

The closeness and the support acquired through family demonstrates to be an important 

investment in the lives of Latino immigrant youth’s resilience (Dreby & Adkins 2011, Perez, 

Cortes, & Coronado 2010, Cardoso & Thompson 2010). Staying in contact helps maintain 

necessary closeness to family for immigrant youth who are distant from their immediate family 

(Dreby & Adkins 2011). It is in this way that the family is able to provide the love, guidance, and 

support that youth need to cope with adversity that results for them as immigrants (Perez, Cortes, 

& Coronado 2010). The stories of these young men echo the fact that as Latino immigrants, the 

family plays an important role in their experiences (Cardoso & Thompson 2010). 

Embracing Culture 

While participants’ consistent reference to their family to share aspects of their 

experience indicates the family as important “stock,” culture also demonstrates to be significant 

among all participants but was addressed on more instances among participants who immigrated 

as adolescents. Culture was found to be an important aspect in giving youth that sense of value 

that results in them having respect for themselves. Respect for oneself is a recognized descriptor 

of resiliency and it is through youths’ opportunity to embrace their culture that they come to value 

themselves (Brendtro & Larson, 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, & Brendtro, Brokenleg, & 

Van Bockern 2002). 

One of the ways in which one of the participants demonstrated how he embraces his 

culture is through his role as a “cultural-broker” through sharing aspects of his culture with others 

(Love 2007). Emilio’s “brokering” is evident when he shares about a conversation between he 

and his nephew regarding how he spent his play time in his country: 

Pues no le enseñe como hacerla pero le enseñe como lo hacia yo porque no hay aquí para 
hacer así como lo hacia yo. Pero le dije pues que cuando fuéramos a México que ahí lo 
iba a llevar aya a hacer eso. 
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Well I did not teach him how to do it but I showed him how I used to do it because what I 
need to make it is not available here for how I used to do it. But I told him that when we 
go to Mexico I was going to take him there to make one. 

Emilio shared about a day when he told his nephew how he made a slingshot with items he would 

find in the hills of his pueblo. He explained that he could not exactly show him because the items 

that he needed were not easily accessible. However, he still wants his nephew to understand how 

he used to make a slingshot and commits to taking him to the hills of his pueblo to expose him to 

the entire experience. The opportunity of “brokering” was meaningful to Emilio: 

Es que me sentí especial pues porque llega uno aquí pues porque es un lugar nuevo. 
Entonces me sentí que podía ensenar cosas nuevas pues como el no sabe. No era nada 
caro o extravagante pero era algo de mi cultura pues y para el era nuevo, algo que no 
conocía. Entonces me sentí porque podía yo enseñarle algo. 

It’s because I felt special because, well, one comes here and it’s a new place. So, I felt 
like I could teach new things because, well, he doesn’t know. It wasn’t anything 
expensive or extravagant but it was something about my culture and well for him 
something new, something he didn’t know. So I felt that I could teach him something. 

The opportunity to share about his culture with his nephew, who was raised in the U.S., made him 

feel valued because he has something that he feels he can contribute. Not only is he able to 

embrace his culture, but also in gaining the interest of his nephew, he realizes that his nephew is 

interested in his culture. This incident gave Emilio the opportunity to acquire a sense of value and 

respect evident in individuals who exhibit resilience. It emphasizes the importance of using 

culture as a means of empowerment rather than oppression (Valenzuela 1999). In Emilio’s story, 

his nephew values his culture and, as a result, makes an aspect of Emilio’s identity valued. 

Parents also attempt to maintain aspects of their culture. Alberto, shared about this 

commitment from his parents when sharing about his sister’s quinceañera celebration: 

Intentamos poner mas o menos comida de Nicaragua, no era tan igual. Era mas o menos pero 
no me acuerdo cual comida era. La fiesta, los amigos, el baile, la música creo que si. En 
nicaragua se baila con el papa y con chambelán y la Elizabeth bailo con chambelán y con mi 
papa. 

We tried to put food similar to that of Nicaragua. It wasn’t exactly the same. It was very 
similar but I don’t remember what food it was. The party, friends, the dance, the music I think 
it was very close to that of my country. In Nicaragua the girl dances with her father and a 
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“chambelán” (male dance companion) and Elizabeth danced with a “chambelán” and with 
my dad. 

Alberto chose to discuss the importance of the quinceañera and the elements of his home country 

of Nicaragua. Yet, in thinking through what it takes to organize a quinceañera, there are elements 

of hardship and sacrifice. The event does not reflect the financial challenges that the family had to 

partake to make this celebration possible. It does not reveal the extra hours that his father had to 

work to make up for the low-wage that he relieves as a result of working in a low-status position 

(Fangen 2010). However, it is a representation of their commitment to maintaining that bond 

between their culture, themselves, and their children at all costs. In maintaining participants’ 

connection with their culture, they teach their children to value the many aspects that construct 

their identity. In doing so, they teach them the value of having respect for oneself necessary for 

overcoming adversity relative to their identity (Brendtro & Larson, 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 

1997, & Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 2002). 

Embracing culture creates a necessary bond between youth and their identity as 

immigrants. It involves the sharing of stories and experiences or the actual “doing” of culture in 

the form of celebrations and traditions. Whatever the method, youth’s emphasis on these 

experiences adds to the research that recognizes the importance of culture in overcoming 

adversity (Cardoso & Thompson 2010, Valenzuela 1999). These findings make the connection 

clear between culture and resiliency as it presents to be a bond that is formed between youth and 

their immigrant identity. In establishing that bond, youth value that aspect of their identity and 

acquire the necessary respect for self that serves as a mechanism to eliminate the effects of 

discrimination (Portes & Rivas 2011, Perreira & Ko 2010). 

The findings also indicate that as important as culture is in nurturing resiliency among 

Latino immigrant youth, access and opportunity to tap into this resource is not always an option 

(Crosnoe 2005). For Emilio, it was difficult to acquire the resources to fully expose his nephew to 

the way in which he had made slingshot’s at home. In Alberto’s case, the family made the 
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necessary financial sacrifices to make sure they could hold the important celebration as loyal as 

possible to their culture. It is this exact connection with their culture that builds on their “can-do” 

attitude and fosters their resilience (Portes & Rivas 2011). 

Embracing Moments of Success 

Participants also embraced moments of success. Moments of success were found to be 

important “provisions” for all participants because their academic challenges are more 

“publicized” than are their successes. These are concealed beneath the ideology that moments of 

success do not exist for Latino immigrant youth. However, their stories show that these moments 

do exist and as youth thrive on them their resilience is cultivated. It is these moments that result 

in participants’ self-driven attitude that describes resilient individuals (Brendtro & Larson 2006, 

Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 2002). 

I learned about participants’ self-driven attitude in their desire to be recognized for what 

they are learning as well as the way in which they are not in my attempt to understand why 

Arturo had randomly drawn a picture of a mushroom on a page in his journal. He titled the page 

“Bacteria” and I asked him to explain what it was that inspired him to draw a mushroom in his 

journal: 
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…Las bacterias como en veces se ponen esas cosas de bacteria y se ponen hablar todos. 
Ellos todos escriben y nosotros viendo. Mi amigo ese que no habla ingles y yo, y mi 
amigo dice ‘esta es la clase que mas me gusta’ y le digo yo ‘por que?’ ‘por que es la 
única clase que no hago nada.’ 

…The bacteria, like sometimes they put those bacteria things. They all talk and they all 
write and we just watch. My friend, the one who doesn’t speak English and I. My friend 
says ‘this is the class I like the best’ and I say ‘why?’ ‘because this is the only class 
where I don’t do anything. 

Alberto is excluded from the learning in most of his classes because he cannot access the content 

(Fangen 2010). He has handouts to complete and yet he does not understand them and fails to 

complete them. Not completing them lowers his grade in the class and he “gets by” not doing 

anything. The fact that nobody attempts to help him understand minimizes his own expectation 

and those of others while reducing his opportunities for success (Fairbrother 2008). While 

Alberto can be viewed as “unmotivated” through the common “at-risk” lens, his personal drive to 

show that he has a desire and the ability to learn influenced him to draw the picture of this 

mushroom. The fact that he took it upon himself to draw something school-related in a non-

school related project regardless highlights his motivation to learn. This level of motivation is yet 

another descriptor of resilient individuals and Alberto proves his motivation through a simple 

drawing that demonstrates his desire to learn and be recognized for it (Brendtro & Larson 2006, 

Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 2002). 

Other participants found that their self-motivation resulted in moments of success that 

they thrive on and motivate them further. Alberto proves to be an example of resiliency as his 

self-motivation and resourcefulness resulted in a successful experience: 

…Estábamos viendo en historia lo de los samuráis y quería saber mas. Tenia la 
curiosidad y le dije um “I need a buuk” um…como se dice que con su perame perame no 
se como decirlo un libro de los samuráis…about. Si le dije bien mocho se lo dije bien mal 
y me dijo “Oh si, come on sweety [ven cariño]” algo así y ya fui y me dijo aquí estaban. 
Me dice quieres historia, su vestimenta, y su, lo que hacían y le dije lo que hacían y lo 
agarre y lo tuve un día y lo leí.. Me sentí bien pues ya saber que puedes, ya puedo hablar 
no, me puedo comunicar. 

… In history we were learning about the samurai and I wanted to know more, I was 
curious and I said (to the librarian) ‘I need a buuk’ um, how do you say with, wait, wait. 
I don’t know how to say a book about samurais.. About, yes I said it all broken. I said it 
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all wrong and she said ‘oh yes, come on sweety” something like that. I went and she told 
me where they were and asked me if I wanted history, dress, and their, what they did and 
I said what they did and kept it and read it. It felt good, well knowing that you can, I can 
talk, I can communicate. 

At first this account may sound simple: he was interested in a particular book and received it. 

However, this moment is evidence of his self-motivation to be resourceful and seek more 

information about a topic he had learned in class, both are used to describe individuals who foster 

resilience (Brendtro & Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van 

Bockern 2002). This moment of self-motivation and resourcefulness overrides any experience of 

feeling incompetent in the classroom and marked his ability to communicate more effectively. It 

is an experience like this one that needs to be recognized when looking at Latino immigrant youth 

who evidently exhibit resiliency (Portes and Rivas 2011). 

When resiliency research focuses on the objective measure of academic performance, it fails 

to consider the ways in which Latino immigrant youth intend and start progressing toward it as 

well as the aspects that get in their way. In existing research, resiliency is captured in a very 

narrow and through a hegemonic understanding of success: academic performance (Walsh, 

Dawson, and Mattingly 2010). In my study, immigrant youth see their grades as evidence of 

overcoming adversity. More so, the story they tell is not about being top achievers but in noting 

the transformative process to improving their grades. Sebastian explains his success based on his 

report card but shares the meaning of it as well: 

Entrevistadora: Y puedes decirme de una vez que te sentiste contento por tus calificaciones 
aquí, cuéntame mas… 

Sebastian: Como la primera ves que saque buenas calificaciones 

Entrevistadora: ¿Y como eran esas calificaciones? 

Sebastian: Buenas, a, b, y c. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me about a time you felt happy because of your grades here, tell me 
more… 

Sebastian: Like the first time that I got good grades… 
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Interviewer: And what were those grades like? 

Sebastian: Good: a, b, and c 

The first time he got what he considers good grades, he felt very happy. The concept of grades 

came up in his journal when discussing “a moment in which he felt happy.” According to his 

teacher, Sebastian had experienced a lot of difficulty accessing the content because of his limited 

English proficiency and limited academic skills in his native language. Together, these made 

Sebastian’s hard work seem minimal when reflected on his report card. Sebastian motivation to 

do well is reflected in the report card he talked about in his journal and during the interview. 

Sebastian embraces this moment and the context behind the report card reveals his effort, pride, 

and determination that resulted from the self-motivation that resilient individual’s are described to 

possess (Brendtro & Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van 

Bockern 2002). 

“…No sabia como hacerlo el primer día y ya después de un tiempo lo hice bien” (…I 

didn’t know how to do it the first day and then after some time I did it right) are the words of 

Enrique when sharing about his progress. Enrique’s words echo the importance of moments of 

success in fostering resiliency among participants. In all of their stories, an attempt to illuminate 

their capabilities is present. They have embraced these moments in which they thrive whether or 

not its been acknowledged by others and sought to make these moments noticeable in their 

journal entries. Reflective in their stories is the presence of a path toward success, which has not 

been recognized through the current way of perceiving these youth as “at-risk.” In ignoring the 

presence of these experiences, we have neglected to mirror these youth as demonstrating 

resiliency. 
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Thriving on Encouragement 

For all participants, it was evident that they were optimistic and persistent when their 

experience was matched with encouragement by family or school staff. They demonstrated and 

acknowledged that an additional “provision” in their “stocks” was the support and guidance of 

others. The support that fostered their optimism and persistence is characteristic of resilient 

individuals (Brendtro & Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van 

Bockern 2002). 

Family 

It is at the moment when family becomes a source of encouragement, when youth 

overcome the challenges they faced in being successful. Josue captured such a moment in his 

journal by illustrating a picture of a successful moment in which he depicts his mother, brother, 

and himself after having completed all of his homework: 
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I asked Josue about what made this moment so special and he shared, “This was the first one I felt 

proud because my mom was so proud, she acted so happy and so were my brothers and sister.” 

In the moment that his entire family felt happy for him for completing his homework, he felt a 

sense of pride. It was his family’s interest that created a sense of worth and inspiration in him. 

Although his individual determination to complete the work resulted in the event, it is the reaction 

and continued encouragement of his family that made the moment much more valuable to him. 

Josue’s story re-iterates the findings that family is an important guiding source in the lives of 

Latino immigrants (Ceballo 2004) and adds to the research by explaining exactly how family 

becomes this important source. 

Juan also shared the meaning of family on his path to success after frequent references to 

his family in his journal entries probed me to ask about the role of his family in his life as an 

immigrant: 

Entrevistadora: Okay, aquí me hablaste de que estabas contento por que vinieron tus 
primos y comieron pizza y vieron películas. Entonces, yo quiero saber, como describirías 
el papel de tu familia en tu vida como inmigrante? 

Juan: Pues también como que me animan. Me dicen échale ganas a la escuela ya pronto 
regresaras a México pero aquí échale ganas al ingles para que tengas un buen trabajo y ya 
cuando estés grande no vallas a estar como nosotros, que no tenemos un buen trabajo o a 
veces nos despiden. Eso quieren ellos pues que tenga una vida mejor. 

Interviewer: Okay, on this page you discussed about being happy because your cousins 
had come over and you ate pizza and watched movies. So, I would like to know how you 
would describe the role of your family in your life as an immigrant? What role do they 
have in making you the person you are here? 

Juan: Well also, they kind of motivate me. They tell me to put effort into school that soon 
I’ll go back to Mexico but to put more effort to learn English so that I can have a good 
job and so that when I am older I am not like them, who don’t have a good job or 
sometimes they lose it. That’s what they want, that I have a better life. 

Juan generated the idea of the significant role of his family when he first wrote his journal entry 

about enjoying a night of movies and pizza with his family and the degree of contentment it 

brought to him. I followed up with Juan regarding the role of family in his life and he explained 

the power of their motivation in his life. For Juan, like for all of the youth in the study, his family 
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has high expectations beyond what they have been able to achieve for themselves. His family 

instills the values necessary and use themselves as reasons for him to push himself and strive to 

do better (Jarrett 1997). The family and these youth are convinced that individual efforts result in 

a better future with greater opportunities. Participants and their family’s motivation and optimism 

are reflective of the current understanding of individuals who display resiliency (Brendtro & 

Larson 2006, Rodriguez 2001, Jarrett 1997, Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern 2002). Juan’s 

story shows, once more, that Latino immigrant youth have the capacity to draw from their 

accessible resources to overcome adversity (Cardoso 2010, Ceballo 2004). 

School Staff 

The voices of youth in this study reinforce the role of teachers in fostering resiliency 

among them beyond academic measures. Even though the support is academic, the impact it has 

on youth is beyond academics; it aids in building their sense of self-worth, respect, optimism, and 

persistence. For example, in Emilio’s case, he shared the role of his counselor in helping him stay 

optimistic about on-time completion of his required graduation credits:  

Mi consejera, pues como no voy a alcanzar a juntar los créditos que me faltan y dice que 
a los alumnos que si se portan bien y tienen buenas calificaciones y no los alcanza el ano 
para terminar los créditos los dejan otro ano. 

My counselor, well because I’m not going to be able to get all of the credits I am missing, 
says that for those students who behave well and have good grades, for whom the school 
year is not enough to finish their credits, they allow them an additional year. 

Emilio explained that his counselor made him feel better about himself by reminding him that 

because he has good grades and behavior, he will have the opportunity to stay an additional year 

to complete those credits. He explained later that students who fit that profile of good behavior 

and grades but do not complete their credits on time have the opportunity to be “super seniors.” 

Emilio was disadvantaged the moment he arrived to the United States because he arrived during 

the later part of his high school career. That pushes him back because not all of the units from his 

home country are transferrable, thus, he has to fulfill the requirements according to the U.S. 
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education system. To minimize his distress, his counselor encourages him by letting him know 

that there is an alternative. This particular challenge is so unique to immigrants and, fortunately, 

Emilio’s chances of reaching positive outcomes are increased with the positive support he 

receives from his counselor (Blanco-Vega & Castro-Olivo 2008). Such an opportunity influences 

his optimism toward the situation. 

Juan shared about his struggle with participating in class because of his limited English 

and explained the role of his teacher in encouraging him and having a positive influence on his 

motivation. For Juan, his teacher fostered opportunities to motivate him to participate: 

Entrevistadora: ¿Como le hiciste para tener el valor de participar?
 

Juan: No se. Solo lo empecé a decir entonces como que el me decía, tienes algo que decir, 


tienes alguna pregunta.
 

Entrevistadora: Entonces el te daba oportunidades…
 

Juan: Y como también no soy el único ahí que no puede hablar ingles, hay varios,
 

entonces por eso también me anime si no pues no me hubiera animado.
 

Interviewer: How did you find the courage to participate?
 

Juan: I don’t know. I just started saying stuff and he (the teacher) would ask if I had
 

something to say or if I had a question…
 

Interviewer: So, he gave you opportunities to participate.
 

Juan: And also, since I am not the only one there who cannot speak English, there are a 


few so that’s another reason why I had the courage to participate, otherwise I wouldn’t 


have.
 

Juan explained that participation is a big part of his grade and had affected his grade the previous 

semester as a result of his limited English (Ogbu 1992). Motivated to keep this from affecting his 

grade the next time, he found the courage in both the teacher’s understanding of his situation and 

the comfort of individuals who share the same experience and challenges (Fangen 2010). He did 

not put himself down for not being able to participate, instead he flourised from the probes that 

his teacher gave, the feeling of not being the only one, and his motivation to earn a better grade. 

The teacher’s establishment of an environment that feels safe made it possible for Juan to 

participate (Borden 2006). Without the teacher’s concern for creating a positive learning 
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environment, Juan’s performance would be jeapordized (Valenzuela 1999) and his resiliency 

minimized. 

“…Siempre le pone una carita así de feliz o ‘good job’” “…(my teacher) always puts a 

smiley face or ‘good job’” commented Emilio about one of the simple ways that he feels 

encouraged by his teacher. It is these fundamental responses that Latino immigrant youth look 

forward to during their journey for opportunity. The stories of the Latino immigrant youth in this 

study accentuate their reliance on the encouragement of individuals in their lives that Perreira and 

Ko (2010) examined in their research. They seek these moments so as to depart from feeling 

isolated and instead be motivated to persevere (Cardoso & Thompson 2010). The existing 

research has already discerned the importance of teachers, parents, and outside individuals in 

building youth (Plunkett et. al 2008, Alfaro 2006, and Fairbrother 2008). My data demonstrated 

that these Latino immigrant male youth experienced it as well and for similar positive effects. 

This research has imparted the dependence of these youth on these particular resources. It is 

through that reliance that we begin to see the motivation, optimism, and individual drive that 

resiliency research uses to describe individuals who possess it. Hence, youth mirror the 

institutions that structure their experiences. 

Paying it Forward 

While the majority of Latino immigrant male youth’s “stocks” describe characteristics of 

resiliency that have a direct benefit to them such as: motivation, persistence, optimism, building 

bonds, strong self-worth, respect for self, and resourcefulness, an additional and impressive 

finding among this population, is the commitment these kids have to others. All the young men 

who participated in this study shared about an experience or their commitment to helping others 

despite having challenges of their own. This commitment to others is yet another descriptor of 

individuals who are resilient (Brendtro et. al 2002, Brendtro and Larson 2006); all of my 

participants demonstrated their generosity towards others. 
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Knowing the difficulty it is to arrive at a new country without knowing the language, 

Latino immigrant youth in the study recognize the significance of helping someone move 

forward. Juan tells the story of how he met some of his friends by helping them when they were 

in a similar situation he was in when not understanding English: 

Como se un poquito mas ingles que ellos, como llegue mas antes que ellos, entonces ellos 
me preguntaban “que dijo el?” o “me puedes decir que dijo” o yo les decía a los maestros 
que decían ellos lo que necesitaban ellos, como subir grados, como que los traducía a 
ellos entonces como que así me empecé a llevar con ellos. 

Since I know a little bit more English than they do, since I arrived before them, they 
would ask me “what did he say?” or “can you tell me what they said?” Or I would tell 
the teachers what they needed, like how to raise their grades. I would translate for them, 
that’s how I got to know them. 

Having experienced the challenges that come with being an immigrant, he took it upon himself to 

help peers who arrived after him. Juan recognized that his peers would need some guidance and 

extra support to be successful at school and he had the tools: the language and the knowledge of 

how things worked, to assist them. Juan used this experience to share about how he had met some 

of his friends at school, who he talked about in his journal. However, the experience demonstrates 

Juan’s resiliency in the way that he took it upon himself to help the students and it reinforces the 

significant role of peers in the process of overcoming adversity (Perrerira 2010 and Perez et. al 

2010). 

Recall that some of these participants are living off low-wages and having to share their 

home with extended relatives or unrelated individuals. Despite their own financial hardships, the 

value of helping others is important to them. Jorge is a 12-year old living with his immediate 

family consisting of his mother, father, and sister, aunt, uncle, and cousin, and three other 

unrelated men who live in their garage. In his journal entry he wrote about giving someone some 

of his food: 
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When I asked him to expand on this incident, he said the following: 

Cuz’ we watched, at [school] they have like [school news] every Friday and they said that 
if someone is asking for food like don’t give them cuz like they could like take all your 
food but that kid wasn’t even like asking. He was just sitting there and he didn’t’ have 
any food so I gave it to him. 

Jorge was kind to share half of his burger with another student even though, as he reported, the 

schools’ news broadcast told students that they should not give food to kids asking for food. He 

perceived nothing wrong with giving food to this student, so he did, and that is what mattered to 

him. His explanation for “breaking the school rule” was that the other kid did not have food and 

he did not ask him for his food, so, there was nothing wrong with what he had done. Jorge 

realized that it was much more important for him to help the other kid than to follow a school rule 

and he dismissed it with the fact that the kid “wasn’t even like asking.” Jorge wrote about this 

moment following the journal prompt, “I felt good about myself when…” It emphasizes the sense 

of worth that arose when he was able to “pay it forward” to someone and the power in the 

opportunity to do so. 

Arturo, feeling that he has a considerable amount of control, has determined that he is 

going to help someone too. Although he had spoken about his own passion for baseball and 

owning his own baseball bat someday when he has the financial resources to do so, he is 
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committed to extending his help back to his cousin in Colombia. He pulls a small backpack 

toward him, excitedly looks for the zipper and our conversation unfolds: 

Arturo: Si, esta es otra y otra (mientras que saca pelotas de béisbol de su mochila) pero todo 
esto y esto (deteniendo el guante de béisbol) cuando valla a Colombia se va a quedar allá… 

Entrevistadora: ¿Y eso? 

Arturo: Para mi primo, como el juega béisbol y en veces no juega por que no tiene su propia 
pelotas de esto. Yo le lleve una pero el no sabia que la llevaba pero mi mama le dijo que tenia 
una y se la regale enseguida a el y después dijo que no la quería utilizar por que no se quería 
que se partiera ni nada y después no se solo la agarra para practicar y si le doy una de estas el 
puede jugar como sea y el a veces como esta con sus amigos y ellos le dicen que les de pero a 
el no le gusta dar esto. 

Arturo: Yeah, this is another one and another one (as he pulls out baseballs from his 
backpack) but all of this and this (holding the baseball glove) when I go to Colombia it’s 
going to stay there… 

Interviewer: And for? 

Arturo: For my cousin, since he plays baseball and sometimes he doesn’t play because he 
doesn’t have his own ball like this. I took him one and he didn’t know that I was taking it but 
my mom told him that I had one and I gave it to him and he then said he didn’t want to use it 
because he didn’t want it to splits or anything so he only uses it to practice. So, if I give him 
one of these he can play however he wants and sometimes his friends ask him for it but he 
doesn’t like to give that away. 

Arturo had shared his passion for baseball throughout his journal and our conversation. One of his 

aspirations is to own a baseball bat when he joins a team. With his family’s current financial 

situation he knows that both of these aspirations will be difficult to attain. In the midst of trying to 

fulfill his own aspirations, he is more focused on his cousin in Columbia who does not own a 

baseball. He himself has acquired the balls he has by collecting those he finds along sidewalks 

and parks with nearby baseball fields. When I questioned him about leaving his baseball items in 

Columbia, he emphasized the fact that his cousin does not have the opportunity that he has to 

access these items. Arturo’s decision to “pay it forward,” while he himself goes without, reveals 

his resiliency and commitment to pay it forward. 

The generosity that characterizes these participants and their resiliency is considered 

important because it enables individuals to cope with one’s personal conflicts in the process of 
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reaching out to someone else (Brendtro et. al 2002). It is a means by which individuals have been 

found to exhibit resiliency (Brendtro and Larson 2006). Whether or not helping others benefited 

these youth in the ways that most resiliency research expects, there are three important things to 

note from this particular finding: youth’s commitment to paying it forward without asking for 

anything in return, the conditions of their own life under which they are determined to help, and 

the question of why these youth have been left out of the opportunity to represent portraits of 

resiliency when the incidents they described are of generosity. 

Sustaining Aspirations 

Latino immigrant youth’s resiliency is evident in their commitment to keeping their 

aspirations. The reality is that for young Latino immigrant males, resources and high expectations 

are minimal (Van Laar & Sidanius 2001). Despite this challenge, my participants all had clear 

aspirations. Thus, they are committed to objectives they and their parents established prior to 

immigrating and do not see aspects of their struggle as beyond their control (Ogbu 1992). All the 

young men in the study exhibited the ability to separate the problem of not having resources from 

their ability to achieve. The ability to do this is known of individuals who are resilient (Brendtro 

and Larson, 2006; Rodriguez, 2001; Jarrett, 1997; and Brendtro, Brokenleg, and Van Bockern 

2002). Youth demonstrate this optimism by sustaining aspirations through setting goals, the 

development of a plan, and being persistent. 

Setting Goals 

Recall that the youth recruited for this study were described as: having limited support at 

home, disruptive behavior in school, enrolled in lower level courses (support/intervention), 

challenging behavior, easily distracted, and raised by a single parent or extended family. Thus, 

the finding that they have clear aspirations despite the oppressive expectations is a significant 

indicator of their resiliency. 

These youth are committed to “putting forth the effort” by taking the first step and 

setting their goals as Iban explained when talking about his future career: 
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Si estoy buscando universidades donde, um, tengan específicamente licencias de música, 
de música de ingeniería por que me gusta mucho el sonido y quiero ser un productor y 
producir mi música y pos estar con diferentes personas y diferentes lugares y eso es lo 
que me gusta mucho. 

Yes I am looking for universities where um they have degrees specifically in music, 
musical engineering because I like music a lot, sound and I want to be a producer and 
produce my music and, well, be with different people and different places and that’s what 
I like a lot. 

Iban loves music and his passion for it is not only evident in his response but in his action of 

installing a music player and speakers in his family’s restroom. Iban’s interview took place prior 

to his AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) class’ road trip to various universities 

in California. He shared that as he tours the universities, he is committed to finding out which one 

will help him master the skills needed to become a music producer. The passion in Iban’s voice 

resembles his commitment to taking each and every opportunity that exposes him to reaching his 

goals in music. 

Similar to Iban, Jorge has implemented the same strategy. Jorge recognizes that there are 

steps to achieving his goal when he says, “I want to be a police officer. But I don’t want to be a 

police officer. I want to be in SWAT but you get to [just] be a police officer first and then you get 

like like more like you get upgraded to like another thing.” Evidently, Jorge does not want to 

settle for being a police officer; he wants to be in SWAT. On top of demonstrating his higher 

aspirations, Jorge taps into the concept of upward mobility. He explained that in his conversations 

with police officers through career days at school, he has learned that there is a process for 

moving into particular positions. Under the impression that “getting a lot of bad guys” and 

possibly being able to do a “headshot” (shooting someone directly in the head) are the means by 

which one attains higher positions in the police department, he is confident that he will succeed at 

these tasks and is determined to put forth his individual efforts to get to be on the SWAT team. 

“Voy a lograr ser algo en mi vida” (I’m going to accomplish becoming something in my 

life) emphasized Alberto as he slammed a fist into his open palm. While the research highlights 

the struggles faced by immigrants (Ogbu 1992), these youth have set expectations for themselves 
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to overcome experiences of bias and low expectations. For these youth, having aspirations is a 

path toward subsequent achievement (Portes & Rivas 2011). They establish an interest in 

something, in this particular case, their future career, and have something to aspire and take 

responsibility for (Fairbrother 2008). Thus, they put forth the necessary effort to adjust to any 

difficult situations and meet their aspirations (Ansary & Luthar 2009). In recognizing that Latino 

immigrant male youth have aspirations and the desire to work toward them, we are able to shift 

our view of them from a deficit to an additive lens. As a result, we give them the opportunity to 

reflect resiliency. 

When Structure Takes its Toll 

In the previous sections there is clear understanding of how participants have managed to 

utilize their agency to overcome adversity, and thus exhibit resiliency. However, through the 

interviews with all participants, it became clear that the structures within varied institutions 

intended to support and nurture resiliency among them, marginalize rather than facilitate their 

experience. In fact, these structures attempt to pull from the same “stocks” that youth have 

invested in. One of the institutional structures found to marginalize Latino immigrant youth even 

further is education. Education becomes highly significant because it is assumed to be a platform 

for success. However, when that platform is “uneven,” it furthers marginalization of individuals 

who are already struggling to overcome bias and oppression. The ways in which education’s 

structures intend to suppress participants’ resiliency include: discouragement, experiences with 

poverty, and ability grouping in the classroom. 

Discouragement 

In the strategies described by youth, it became evident that encouragement was very 

meaningful to them. However, youth also expressed their encounter with discouragement. Such 

an encounter creates confusion and attempts to “pull” on their dependence on encouragement as a 

means for overcoming adversity (Plunkett et. al 2008). 
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The power within an educational institution’s capacity to support encouragement is 

evident in Iban’s example. He explained a moment when the response he received from one of his 

teachers was not what he would have expected: 

Iban: En la clase de matemáticas, no se, um, cuando estábamos tomando un examen, 
bueno este no traía preparado un lápiz o nada y me dijo si no tienes nada vete para fuera y 
tómalo después de escuela o cuando vengas preparado y yo no espere eso que dijera. Y 
desde ahí me enfado mucho que dijera eso. 

Entrevistadora: Entonces tu no ibas preparado pero tu opinión es que no fue justo lo que 
el te dijo. ¿Cual hubiera sido la mejor reacción del maestro en tu opinión? 

Iban: No se de que hubiera tomado la situación mas diferente. Que hubiera dicho, no te 
preocupes, ahorita buscamos a alguien que te ayude no se con un lápiz o una pluma o 
calculadora pero así. Eso fue lo que ayudaría un poco mas la situación. 

Iban: In my Math class, I don’t know, like when we were going to take a test, well I didn’t 
have a pencil ready or anything and the teacher said ‘you don’t have anything then go 
outside and take it after school or when you come prepared’ and I didn’t expect to be told 
that. 

Interviewer: So, you weren’t prepared but your opinion is that what your teacher said 
was not just. What would have been a better reaction in your opinion? 

Iban: I don’t know that my teacher would have taken the situation differently. That my 
teacher would have said, don’t worry, we’ll look for someone that can help you I don’t 
know with a pencil or a pen or calculator but not like that. That would help my situation 
a bit more. 

Iban took notice of his teacher’s response and identified it as ineffective in encouraging him. 

Expecting to be encouraged by his teacher, he explains what he felt was a more appropriate and 

encouraging response. He felt that his teacher should have provided him with the necessary 

resources to participate rather than intimidating and making him feel uncomfortable through guilt. 

Iban’s story confirms that Latino immigrant youth are dependant on an environment structured in 

a way that shows sufficient care for them (Valenzuela 1999). While the teacher may have 

attempted to show Iban that he/she cared by emphasizing the importance of responsibility, it was 

the sense of “disinterest” in helping him with a better solution that perplexed Iban. 

The message within this data echoes the research on the significance of the support of 

teachers in the lives of Latino immigrant youth (Plunkett et. al 2008). Participants’ voices resound 
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their reliance upon the structures within support systems in education in helping them overcome 

the challenges of being an immigrant in the United States (Ceballo 2004). They have set 

expectations for themselves and thrive on the moments when teachers encourage those same 

expectations and achievements (Wright 2010). Hence, a significant factor in the data is the way in 

which they are dealing with the discord between their “agency” and the existing “structures.” 

Poverty 

The effect of poverty also became evident in the findings. For all participants, except for one, 

participation in extracurricular activities was non-existent due to the limited financial resources of 

their families to support this endeavor. One participant, Arturo, spoke of his desire to be part of 

baseball. It became apparent when he shared about owning a baseball bat someday: 

Quisiera tener uno de madera pero es de aluminio, esta en el carro. Pero no tiene nada, 
aluminio es una cosa negra donde se agarra. Pero acá tienen su dibujos el bate y están bien 
chido. Así me gustaría tener mi bate a mi pero como no tenemos mucho dinero no lo 
podemos comprar. Pero cuando ya este jugando lo compro por que todos los niños llevan uno 
o dos bates a sus juegos y yo voy a coger las cosas de ellos, no, no me gusta así por que a 
veces los niños cuando tiene sus cosas que son de ellos no la tienen que agarrar pero lo mío lo 
agarro cuando yo quiera, como sea y donde sea. 

I would like to have a wooden one but it’s aluminum, it’s in the car. But it doesn’t have 
anything, the aluminum is a black thing from where you hold it. But here they have bats with 
drawings and it’s really cool. That’s the kind of bat I would like to have but because we do 
not have a lot of money, we cannot buy it. But when I start playing I’ll buy it because all of 
the kids have one or two bats at their games and I’m not about to take their stuff, no, I don’t 
like that because sometimes when kids have things that are theirs they don’t like that others 
take them but my stuff I can get it whenever, however, and wherever I want. 

Arturo speaks to his aspiration of being on a baseball team and having his own bat. In his 

discussion, he acknowledges that the kids who play baseball often bring more than one bat. 

Arturo’s experience unintentionally gives light to inequalities that result from how employment 

opportunities are structured. His story reflects the story of many immigrant youth who 

disproportionately experience poverty (Karoly 2011, Borjas 2011). His family’s current financial 

situation results from his mother not having an education accepted in the U.S. and his stepfather’s 

dedication to international missionary work. These circumstances limit the resources that can be 

passed on and, therefore, limit the likelihood that he gets his own bat (Crosnoe 2005). Regardless, 
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his resiliency is revealed in his determination to own his own bat once he joins a team. As much 

as poverty will be a significant stump on his path to play baseball on a team, it does not dampen 

or downgrade his aspirations. 

Arturo’s experience with poverty results from the limited employment opportunities that 

his parents have in the U.S. resulting from their “limited experience” or level of education. The 

structures that result in Latino immigrant youth’s experience with poverty take their toll on the 

means by which resiliency is fostered. As they aspire to attain and fulfill their goals, they can 

become challenged with their experience with poverty. Financial challenges will follow them 

until employment opportunities for immigrants are structured in a way that diminishes an 

outcome of poverty. In the meantime, the “provisions” contained in their “stocks” help them deal 

with their circumstances. Even though their opportunities are minimized as a result of their 

exposure to poverty, they strive to advance beyond what the situation is pushing them toward 

(Piedra & Engstrom 2009). The way they deal with the pull from structural constraints such as 

these reveals another layer of adversity Latino immigrant youth have managed to surpass as well 

as the important role of these in nurturing their character. 

The existing research recognizes that Latino immigrant youth disproportionately 

experience poverty (Karoly 2011). It results as a consequence of their parents having to enter the 

work force at low paying occupations, and furthers marginalization (Portes & Rivas 2011). 

Poverty, as the findings indicate, plays a significant role in preventing youth from participating in 

activities that can have positive effects (Karoly 2011, Covay & Carbonaro 2010). Their 

experience results from the way in which access to employment is structured to limit occupational 

opportunities for immigrants to the bottom of the “occupational hourglass” (Portes & Rivas 

2011:225, Karoly 2011). These findings add to the understanding of poverty and its effects by 

making that specific connection between poverty and resiliency. The data shows the “domino” 

effect that poverty has on youth’s experiences. It takes away from the aspects that construct a 

positive childhood for youth in the United States. At the same time, it reveals the circumstances 



 

 

  

              

           

         

               

                

 

             

    

               

          

              

               

     

  

      

       

  

             
              
          

 
     

 
  

 
   

 
        

 
  

Arellano 81

that Latino immigrant youth experience while fulfilling all the expectations of childhood despite 

the extensive challenges that make up their experience. 

Low Expectations 

When youth have managed to overcome institutional bias and oppression by setting high 

expectations for themselves and sustaining those aspirations, they also found themselves in 

situations in which those high expectations were not matched through education. Participants 

shed light to how these expectations are not met when they are placed in courses where the 

content is not rigorous. Without that rigor, youth feel that the expectations they have set for 

themselves become remote. 

Emilio’s experience with Math shows a limitation to his opportunity and desire to expand 

his learning. As a senior in high school, and having arrived as a junior, he is already challenged in 

completing his credits required for graduation. For him, only a few of the courses he took in his 

country of Oaxaca were transferrable, so now he finds himself attempting to complete the credits 

he missed as a freshman and sophomore. In his “scramble” to attain these he speaks about his 

aspiration to be in a class higher than geometry and the frustration of not being able to do so: 

Entrevistadora: ¿Y estas en geometría? 


Emilio: Si.
 

Entrevistadora: Eso esta muy bien.
 

Emilio: Si pero quiero llegar mas alto.
 

Entrevistadora: ¿Como precálculos, cálculos? 


Emilio: ¡Cálculos! Es que lo que estoy mirando ahorita ya lo aprendí aya en México. Por
 
que si he aprendido cosas nuevas por que si hay cosas que no me habían ensenado allá 
pero como ahorita estamos viendo exponentes y eso ya lo había visto. 

Interviewer: So, you are in Geometry?
 

Emilio: Yes.
 

Interviewer: That’s really good.
 

Emilio: Yeah, but I want to go higher.
 

Interviewer: Like pre-calculus? Calculus?
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Emilio: Calculus! It’s because what I am seeing right now, I’ve already learned in 
Mexico. Although I have learned some new things because there are things that they had 
not taught me over there but like right now we are learning exponents and I have already 
seen that. 

Emilio’s quick response to identify the level of math he desires demonstrates something he looks 

forward to. Emilio is one of the many immigrant youth who is translating his motivation into 

success in academics (Crosnoe 2005). While his own aspiration and confidence are positive 

factors in helping him reach his goal, his progression is determined according to the way in which 

the educational system is structured to facilitate or undermine his motivation (Crosnoe 2005). To 

advocate for himself does not cross his mind because he considers it part of the process when he 

says “there are things they had not taught me over there [referring to his country].” Once again, 

Emilio’s standpoint of the situation resounds his determination to find the way to move past this 

test with the structure of the schooling process. 

Similar to Emilio, Juan shared his experience in desiring to transition out of his current 

English Language Development (ELD) class and into the subsequent level: 

Si pues ya voy a echarle mas ganas y para también no estar solo en esa clase y para estar 
con los demás también ya para el próximo ano. Es que también me confíe un poco por 
que mi maestro me había dicho que si me iba subir pero no se porque no me dejaron subir 
y me dejaron en el mismo nivel. 

Yeah, well now I am going to put more effort into it so that I don’t have to be by myself in 
that class, so I can be with the rest (of my friends) next year. It’s because I was 
overconfident because my teacher had said that he was going to transition me into the 
next level but I don’t know why they didn’t let me move up and they left me in the same 
level. 

Juan desires to move up to the next level ELD class where some of his friends have transitioned. 

Rather than being hard on himself for not moving to the next level like he had been told he 

would, his method of overcoming this institutional challenge is to put forth more effort. Juan is 

confident that more effort is all it is going to take for him to transition out of a lower level of 

ELD. However, Juan does not realize that there is a “process” to transition English learners to 

subsequent levels. This process most commonly entails language-testing, assessment of progress 
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in the areas of speaking, listening, reading, and writing, and teacher recommendation. At the 

same time, parents can choose to “waive” students out of the ELD program and into 

“mainstream” (all English content) courses. With the fidelity to the youth behind this process and 

the appropriate support systems in or out of the ELD classroom environment, youth like Juan 

have the capacity to meet the expectations they have set for themselves. 

Alberto finds himself with the same challenge of lowered expectations in his path to 

becoming an engineer. He recognizes that he must transition out of an ELD math class to achieve 

his goals. Looking ahead to high school, he shares his anxiety for Math at the high school level: 

Por que tengo algunas de mi maestra que se me hacen un poquito difícil. Algunas yo, a la 
mayoría yo entiendo. Pero es que los otros acaban de venir y lo tienen que entender. Yo 
he visto lo mismo casi como tres veces, ya se, pero tengo que estar viendo y viendo como 
lo hacen para yo aprenderlo. Y yo quiero aprenderlo porque le he dicho que yo quiero ser 
ingeniero. 

Because I have some (math problems) from my teacher that I feel are a little difficult. 
Some of them I, the majority I understand. But it’s because all the others have just 
arrived and they have to understand it. I’ve seen the same thing almost like three times, I 
know, but I need to keep seeing and seeing how they do it to learn it. And I want to learn 
it because as I told you, I want to be an engineer. 

Like Juan, Alberto is in a Math class designed for students who are learning English as a second 

language. He recognizes that in order for him to achieve his goal of becoming an engineer he 

needs to excel in math. Alberto has been in the same class and exposed to the same math concepts 

for his entire middle school career and rather than looking at this as a form of oppression, he sees 

it as an opportunity to understand the math more fully, a means for him to attain his aspirations 

(DeAnda, Frankie, & Becerra 2009). As good as this opportunity resonates for Alberto, it 

reinforces the idea that while the objective behind ELD programs is to develop the limited 

English proficiency of immigrant students, it fails to recognize the educational and cognitive 

differences amongst English learners, specifically Latino immigrants (Calderon, Slavin, & 

Sanchez 2011). It is in this way that low expectations are embedded within the structure of ELD 

programs that Alberto has nothing left but to be the one who believes in his own potential. 
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Emilio reflects this same persistence against these “fixed” expectations within ELD 

programs. To avoid falling behind and missing out on taking a practice test for an important Math 

final, he takes it upon himself to access and secure this opportunity: 

… Porque si hay algo que tengo dudas siempre le ando preguntando pues. Como ahorita 
nos dio un examen de practica entonces yo no lo había tomado entonces le pregunto que 
si yo lo tenia que tomar entonces me dijo que me iba dar un examen de practica entonces 
lo voy a tomar yo pienso en febrero creo. 

…Because if there is something that I have doubts about I’m always asking him. Like, 
right now he gave us a practice test and I had not taken it so I asked him if I had to take it 
and he said he would give me a practice test so I think I’m going to take in February I 
think. 

Emilio’s concern for not having taken the practice test alerts him to the need to look out for his 

own progress. He notices that taking this practice test is going to have a significant impact on his 

score on the final and is persistent in asking for the test. Emilio shares that he is consistently 

determined to ask for what he needs. In this case, he wants to be prepared for a final exam that 

will come in the future and asks for the practice test to prepare for that exam. This trait of resilient 

individuals not only reinforces what the research states about individuals “owning” their 

outcomes (Brendtro & Larson 2006), but, highlights that such youth have to put forth more effort 

to secure even the simplest of opportunities. Emilio expects access to the same opportunities for 

learning as he peers and takes it upon himself to make sure that his teacher does the same. 

“Si no soy exitoso, yo trato de ser exitoso como tratar algo para ser exitoso” (If I am not 

successful, I try to be successful, like try something to be successful). To aspire, to try, to be 

persistent is Javier’s commitment to himself. Javier’s words not only reflect his own commitment 

but that of the Latino immigrant youth represented throughout this study. The resilience of these 

youth has been nurtured through strategies they have implemented rather than from an 

environment comprised to expect their success (Fairbrother 2008). They tap into their own 

resiliency “provisions” when they cannot control the greater, more profound forms of oppression 

and bias that is intended to deplete these same resources (Valenzuela 1999) or when the 
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expectations in the environment do not correspond with those that youth have set for themselves 

(De Anda, Frankie, & Becerra 2009). The low expectations within education reduce their existing 

capabilities (Fangen 2010) and results in distinct opportunities of learning than the rest of the 

population on their school campus (Hallinan & Sorensen 1986). However, even when these 

structures attempt to take their toll, most significant is the greater relevance of resilience as they 

take it upon themselves to navigate oppression from the same systems intended to nurture their 

resiliency. 

Final Reflections on Findings 

In this study I found that the stories of Latino immigrant male youth participants, 

undoubtedly, reflect their resiliency. The data echo the existing research on the challenges and 

complexity of being a Latino immigrant in the United States (Perreira & Ornealis 2011, Perez et. 

al 2010). Their encounters with adversity are significantly more profound as they adjust to 

changing relationships and lifestyles, being part of two marginalized groups, Latinos and 

immigrants, as well as belonging to a group that is continuously perceived as “at-risk” 

experiences, males (Marsh et. al 2007). Despite the trials they face as a result of these intersecting 

experiences, they perceive themselves as capable and reveal courage, tenacity, and perseverance 

in their encounters with adversity. 

These traits are revealed in their challenges as immigrants as well as in their encounters 

with adversity within the structures aimed at empowering youth. For participants, adversity was 

seeing as created within structural aspects of schooling, community, and their new country. 

Participants demonstrated to own the agency necessary to overcome these but the findings also 

reveal structural factors that attempt to “take a toll” on the ways in which youth have managed to 

overcome bias and oppression. Currently resiliency research is highly concentrated on individual 

accountability in overcoming adversity. My findings speak to the important role of that individual 

responsibility, however, they add to the importance of matching that responsibility with the 

responsibility of the different structures that make up an individuals’ experience. On this premise, 
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resiliency researchers would argue that those who shift responsibility for their circumstances do 

not embody resiliency. Yet, these findings suggest a need for the research to embrace the role of 

structure in building and nurturing this resiliency that is evident in the character of Latino 

immigrant youth in this study. Overall, these findings suggest that these youth embody the social 

agency necessary to be given the opportunity, through structural change, to be viewed from a lens 

that nurtures and promotes rather than disregards and dismisses their potential. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The responses from Latino immigrant male youth suggest resiliency that we have failed 

to recognize. As a result, the image we have of youth like Tomas and the 10 young men who 

participated in this study is focused on the adversity rather than the fact that these youth are able 

to overcome it. I discovered that their stories disclose individual determination and responsibility 

in implementing strategies for overcoming adversity. While their reliance on personal resources 

has been an important aspect in revealing their character of resiliency, not all youth have access 

to these resources all times in all experiences. 

Institutions have much greater responsibility in helping sustain the resiliency of these 

youth. While I intended to depart from education as a means of measuring resiliency, it became 

evident that the institution with the greatest influence on their experience is education. All 

participants brought up experiences at school often throughout their journal entries and 

interviews. The majority of the experiences they shared were school related because school is the 

place where the majority of their time is spent, where they meet friends, and where they are 

introduced to the American culture. Thus, I have two recommendations, which are focused on 

education: implement a program I have designed, PRIDE (Participation, Resiliency, Identity, 

Drive, and Education) and deconstruct the mission of education, which includes allocate funds 

relevant to the needs and interests of youth. All of these are intended to nurture resiliency among 
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Latino Immigrant Male youth and, possibly, other youth whose resiliency has not been 

recognized and fostered. 

PRIDE Program or Philosophy Implementation 

PRIDE stands for: Participation, Resiliency, Identity, Drive, and Education. I developed 

the idea according to the strategies that youth in this study utilized to reveal their resiliency. 

Within this research, I learned the importance of how institutions can help empower individuals. 

Hence, it is the intent of this program to provide youth with abundant provisions into their 

“stocks” which they can access so that their resiliency can be fostered. The programs mission is 

to develop pride among typically “at-risk” identified Latino immigrant youth by providing them 

with the resources within a specific structure, youth programs in this case, so that they can be 

recognized beyond their experience with adversity. My program is directly derived from the 

findings in this study. I present the important elements of PRIDE below. 

§ Changing the lens of how these youth are viewed: Program advisors will be 

provided with a form completed by participants themselves in which their basic 

demographic data, their identified strengths, interests, and challenges (social and 

academic) are listed. 

§ Provide safe and accessible place for youth to develop friendships and social 

networks with youth and adult mentors who share similar experiences: 

Participants shared that they did not engage in activities outside of their home 

when school was not in session because they were not familiar with the area. 

Hence, various central locations will be established within North County in a 

location that is easily accessible to immigrant youth. The staff will understand 

and/or share their experiences so as to increase student comfort in the program. 

§ Provide ideas and opportunities for recreation and entertainment: Youth shared 

their dislike for having to be at home after school or when on vacation. Hence, 
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funding for the program should be attributed to local teambuilding and 

recreation activities such as hiking, bowling, skating, rock-climbing, etc. to open 

youth’s awareness to the many safe and enriching activities they can engage in 

their communities. 

§ Support with their educational aspirations: participants spoke about their desire 

to enroll in more challenging courses. To help them meet these goals, PRIDE 

will provide youth with the necessary organizational, study, reading, writing, 

and speaking skills and strategies to successfully navigate the challenges of 

being English language learners and accessing content. 

§ Embrace their culture: Invite them to share aspects of their culture throughout 

the year, making participants aware of the different cultures they represent. 

Participants’ references to aspects about their culture during the interviews 

emphasized the importance of maintaining this part of their identity. 

§ Create a comfortable and inviting environment for the youth’s entire family: 

Participants addressed the important role of their family in encouraging them to 

succeed. Hence, the program will engage and invite the family to participate in 

the recreational and cultural activities. Have youth organize these activities and 

celebrations and invite their families to be a part of something they create. 

§ Provide opportunities for creating and implementing community service 

projects: Participants acquired a sense of self-worth when “paying it forward.” 

Coordinating with community or international organizations will give youth the 

opportunity to develop projects in which they commit to giving back to their 

community in a way that represents their passion and interests while giving them 

that sense of self-worth they thrive on. 

§ Provide the means and guidance to set and maintain high expectations for 

themselves: Using the self-student profile, advisors will meet with students to 
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develop and modify their personal academic plan as needed throughout their 

participation in the program. This will provide youth with continuous 

encouragement that they thrive on to succeed. 

§ Collaborate with a core group of educators: Work in collaboration with schools 

to ensure that a selected core of teachers who has chosen to work with this 

population have the resources, high expectations, and support themselves to 

support them. Collaboration between the program and teachers will make the 

effect of the program much more powerful for youth when they know there is a 

group of adults committed to them. 

Overall, the PRIDE program will work in collaboration with schools, families, 

communities to ensure the most optimal expectations and achievements of program participants. 

Participants in the program will be recognized for their achievements and rewarded with 

educational and/or sports scholarships based solely on their accomplishments in fulfilling a 

“menu” of program objectives. 

Deconstruct the Mission of Education 

The United States Department of Education identifies itself as committed to “promot[ing] 

student achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational 

excellence and ensuring equal access” (U.S. Department of Education 2011:1). They fail to 

recognize that for educational excellence to be attainable, as they intend to do by ensuring “equal 

access,” education has to concern itself with the whole child and depart from the existing 

“cookie-cutter system that is not allowing our students to move forward” (Duncan 2011:1). The 

findings in this study reveal that while all students enter the educational institution with a desire 

to learn, they do not enter with the same resources, hence some shifts need to be made in the basis 
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of how we structure education. 

In recognizing the diversity in the whole experience of youth like I have identified 

through the findings in this research, we learn about the variation in needs and illuminate the need 

for education to depart from equality and focus on equity. Equality is about fairness and 

providing everybody with the same thing with the expectation of success. Equity is about giving 

everybody what they need to be successful and takes into consideration the fact that the “start 

line” is not the same for all individuals. For this reason, I suggest the following changes within 

the educational system: 

§ Education shift to focus on equity: Education needs design and commit to a 

mission that focuses on the equity for the whole child and every child. The 

participants in this study, while needing the support to learn English, spoke about 

their competence in the content. They felt that the only thing holding them back 

was their limited English proficiency. Mainstream content teachers need to be 

trained and provided with the additional support, such as highly trained, 

competent, experienced, and committed instructional aides, within their 

classroom so that students can access the content regardless of their limited 

English proficiency. 

§ Reliable Measures: Schools should then implement reliable measures by which 

to accurately assess student competency. Standardized tests are currently 

measuring Latino immigrants’ content knowledge when they have not yet 

acquired the language. If we continue to use these, it should be in the students’ 

own language to truly assess competency in the content. All immigrant students 

should have the choice of taking the test in their native language or English. This 

leads to a measurement of content comprehension rather than language, giving 

students the benefit to be eligible for classes outside of the English Language 
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Development program. 

§ Additional and Needs-based Funding: Support should be provided to institutions 

interested in innovative, reasonable, and equitable ways of doing the schooling 

process as a means of promoting equity and meeting the needs of the whole 

child. Schools need to frequently assess what the diverse and unique needs of 

their immigrant students are, because these do change! Based on those 

assessments, the school invests money on particular programs, training for 

teachers, or resources to meet the needs of their population. Overall, the funding 

should be allocated in a way that directly impacts youth: extended day classes 

that that support and teach academic strategies for success. 

One of the most significant recommendations is regarding funding and provision of 

resources. In the process of deconstructing the mission in education, policy makers, in and out of 

education, need to recognize the importance of investing in youth. Education is supposed to be 

the “platform” for success, but it is not a leveled platform. Hence, financially supporting 

programs that help in their efforts to “supplement and complement the efforts…to improve the 

quality of education” (U.S. Department of Education 2011) is key in fulfilling their mission. 

These funds should be utilized for youth to participate in sports and have the needed resources to 

own their own bat, school supplies, college scholarships, and to pay teachers who conduct 

extended academic support courses to name a few. Most importantly, as they make decisions 

about funding, they need to provide programs, like PRIDE, with the funding to implement, 

maintain, and continue to develop innovative ideas for supporting youth. 

Overall, decisions about the allocation of funding should be evidenced at a “micro-level” 

and “macro-level.” Similarly, youth are characterized as resilient as they deploy personal 

strategies and need to be nurtured through a wider structure of support. Hence, I aim to positively 

impact the experience and continue to nurture youth’s resiliency. I have designed a program to 
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function at a “micro-level.” However, with my understanding of the power of greater structures, I 

have also offered recommendations at the policy and economic level. When these pieces 

intersect, the effectiveness of recommendations is increased and our focus becomes the people 

who are impacted by these. 

IMPACT AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Through the use of journal elicitation interviews and grounded on standpoint and 

intersectionality theories, my study provides a more holistic understanding of resiliency of Latino 

immigrant youth. The findings are essential for educators, counselors, extracurricular program 

directors, coaches, and others who work closely with Latino immigrant male youth. Their stories 

provide insight into the role of social forces, which shape the experiences and foster resiliency 

among this population. Beyond that, they are a vivid representation of what Latino immigrant 

youth do in the face of adversity. These stories are evidence of how the adversity we have labeled 

as “risk” strengthen these youth to figure out ways they can challenge oppression and bias when it 

should not exist in the first place. Through my unique methodological approach, 

recommendations for social policy go beyond statistical findings and rely on rich primary data 

conveying the experiences immigrant Latino youth. 

Understanding how Latino immigrant male youth make meaning of their experiences 

with oppression and bias is significant when policy intends to develop appropriate strategies to 

fulfill its objective (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). It allows for insight into the ways that the targeted 

population has experienced any previous policy interventions and the possible impacts that may 

arise from the implementation of an approach rooted in a perspective of empowerment (Denzin 

and Lincoln 2000). For policies to be effective, policy makers need to have different sources of 

information to implement efficient and effective changes (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). The data 

conveyed in this research provide an understanding of the potential power of schools and 

programs invested in youth. They provide genuine and first-hand wisdom of strategies that they 
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can implement in their design to have a leading influence in fostering resiliency among Latino 

immigrant male youth. 

In highlighting the importance of nourishing their resiliency rather than obscuring it 

beneath the adversity apparent in their lives, we can begin to change the ideology that youth who 

face adversity are either vulnerable or a threat to society. It also will help us re-connect the 

development of resiliency to social institutions. Knowing that these youth seek to sustain their 

aspirations, embrace their family and their culture, desire encouragement, and pay it forward 

gives us the tools to meet their needs and them, the power to decide their own outcomes. The 

understanding contained within this research gives the power back to these youth to show that 

they possess the courage, tenacity, and perseverance needed to succeed. It emphasizes the 

additional layers that need to be examined in attempting to distinguish resiliency from “risk.” 

“Peeling” these layers heightens the importance for teachers, program directors, and coaches to 

be aware of the complexity involved in conceptualizing resiliency. Whether institutions choose to 

recognize this haziness determines how their program will address the unique needs of Latino 

immigrant male youth. It results in the distinction between whether they decide to “intervene” or 

empower and therefore attempt to find the means by which to build resiliency among a greater 

majority of Latino immigrant youth beyond Tomas. 

CONCLUSION 

In utilizing journal elicitation interviews, my study really gave the opportunity for 

participants’ standpoint of their experience to be revealed. The journals permitted them to decide 

what they wanted to share about their experiences and gave them the freedom to show any and 

varied aspects of their experience relevant to their intersecting identities. It is in this way that the 

stories of Sebastian, Alberto, Iban, Juan, Emilio, Javier, Jorge, Enrique, Arturo, and Josue 

highlight the challenges of being an immigrant. Their interviews and journals revealed how 

immigrating to a new country means leaving friends, family, comfort, and memories behind and 
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trying to adjust to a world often void of these. The costs of seeking new opportunities means 

adjusting to life with limited environmental support. In taking on a different standpoint from the 

research side as well, one looking through a resiliency lens, my research reveals that these young 

men need high expectations, a sense of belonging, encouragement, and opportunities to feel they 

are valuable in the new country. A resiliency lens proves that they have found their own means of 

accessing these resources. Yet, it also reveals that this may not always be enough as long as there 

is a presence of institutional discrimination and oppression attempting to “take a toll” on their 

individual efforts.  

In unveiling resiliency among these ten young men, this study uncovered three areas of 

further research. One of these is the concept of “global families.” I found that at some point in 

their immigration journey, six of these youth were raised by an extended family member or 

separated from one or both of their parents. With the growing controversy over immigration, it 

would be significant to learn about the experiences of youth in the United States who have been 

raised by someone other than their parents. These youth, aside from having to be apart from their 

parents, encounter the process by which they are separated from them. Secondly, two of the youth 

discussed the issue of not qualifying for particular sports. They explained that because of their 

height, they were limited to certain sports. In addition, one youth mentioned that the challenge of 

not speaking English eliminated the possibility that they join sports teams. They referred to the 

need for the team to communicate as the identified reason for being excluded. Lastly, a few youth 

also brought up their confusion with the negative perceptions that non-immigrant Latinos have of 

immigrant Latinos. They could not understand the root of this form of discrimination when 

belonging to the same ethnic group. 

Overall, I believe the stories of these ten Latino immigrant males reveal their resiliency 

and reinforce the value of looking at youth from a different lens, one that magnifies their 

character rather than reduce it to “at-risk.” The wisdom of these young men is admirable and 

powerful. These youth, despite all the challenges, were grateful for the opportunities they felt 
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they had in the United States. The research has provided the knowledge, it is the intention that it 

now be applied. While it is important to support program design, interventions, strategies with 

research, it is much more important that we take every bit of knowledge acquired from this and 

other research and pay it forward to this population…sooner rather than later. 
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APPENDIX A 

Journal Description 

Size: 8” X 4” 

Number of Pages: 21 

Contents: 
§ Journal completion instructions: English and Spanish 
§ Researcher (My) Contact Information (phone and email) 
§ Table of Contents page 
§ Two blank pages, one in the front, another at the end for personalization 
§ 15 pages with prompts written on the top in both English and Spanish 
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APPENDIX B 

Journal Prompts

Something that reminded me about where I came from…

A good thing that happened today was…

I felt	  happiest	  today	  when…

Something that was really hard today was…

I had a good conversation today with…	   And we talked about…

One of my drawings….

How I would described me is…

Today	  I felt successful because…

I made it through the day today by…

Something challenging that happened today was…I was able to get through by…

I felt good about myself when….

A time when someone noticed I was not having a good day was when…I felt…

A memorable experience that happened since I came to the United States was
when…

I feel that I am	  important in this country when…

If I could achieve anything in this country	  it would be…

A good day	  at school was	  when…
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APPENDIX C 

Interview #1 Questions 

1. How long have you lived in the United States for? 
2. What country did you immigrate from? 
3. What was your reason for immigrating to the United States? 
4. How does your experience living in the United States differ from living in your country? 
5. How do you feel living in the United States? 
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APPENDIX D 

Assent Form 

PERMISSION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
“JOURNAL	  PROJECT”

YOU ARE	  INVITED!
Hello! I am a student at the University, Cal State San Marcos. I would like to invite you to participate in a
project that will help	  me understand	  the things that are important to	  you	  and	  make you	  the person	  that you	  
are.

You are invited to join my journal project because	  you are	  a Latino male, recent immigrant, and between
the ages of	  11 to 15.

WHY AM	  I DOING THIS PROJECT?
think it’s important to learn more about the experiences and lives of young,	  Latino males who are new to
the USA.

WHAT WILL YOU	  DO?
If you agree to help me with this project,	  we will	  meet so can get to know you better and give you a journal.
This will take about 30 to 4 minutes. In this journal, you will be asked to write or draw pictures 7 times of
different things that happen	  in	  your life for 10 days. I will give you	  directions to	  help	  you	  remember.

might keep in touch with you to make sure everything is going okay!

Once the 10 days are up, or once you call me, you and I will pick a day to meet for about 1 hour for you to
share	  about what you wrote. This interview will be	  recorded.

You let me know when you have your 7 entries, you decide the best place for us to meet—for	  example: your	  
house, school, or the library.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS TO PARTICIPATING AND HOW	  WILL I TRY TO MINIMIZE THEM?
§ Yo might think this project takes too	  much	  of your time. You have the right to decide when you

want to stop the interview	  or when you do not want to be in the project anymore.
§ Yo might get bored. It’s okay! Just let me know and you do not have	  to continue	  with the	  project.
§ Some	  of the	  things you write	  about may	  bring up sad memories or situations. At any point, you	  can	  

stop talking about what you wrote. It’s	  all up to you; you’re in charge! Also, YOU choose what you
write or draw	  about and what	  we talk about.

KEEPING THINGS	  CONFIDENTIAL
will	  be using a “fake” name to protect your identity. Your teachers will	  not know if you are in the research
project, they won’t see any of your journals, and	  I will keep	  your identity safe.

The journal will	  only be used during the interview and will	  not be shared with anyone else but my professor
who will help me with my project. She will not know	  your identity.
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IT’S YOUR CHOICE!
It’s up to you whether you choose to continue with the journal	  project or not. You	  can	  skip	  any questions you	  
want or stop the interview	  if you decide to.

WHAT ARE THE GOOD THINGS ABOUT THIS PROJECT?
You might have fun keeping a journal. Also, your journal entries and/or drawings will help researchers better
understand	  the lives of young	  male	  Latino immigrant youth. One	  day, this might help schools and programs
make changes to better help youth like you.

INCENTIVES
If you decide to go through with the project and complete the journal	  and interviews,	   will	  give you a $10
Target	  gift	  card as a “thank you” for	  your	  dedication.

QUESTIONS?
If you have any questions,	  you can call	  me at (760) 419-‐4601	  or email me at arell003@csusm.edu You can
also call my professor Dr. Marisol Clark-‐Ibanez at (760) 750-‐4631	  or email her at mibanez@csusm.edu.

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this project,	  call	  the university at (760) 750-‐
4029. This office is called the “IRB,” and they deal with the ethics in research projects.

DECIDING	  TO PARTICIPATE
If you decide to participate,	  please sign below. Also,	  we will	  need your parent’s or a caretaker’s signature and
the best	  phone number to	  contact them. I will also	  sign. You	  will get a copy of this sheet to	  keep.

Name of participant: ________________________________________________________________________

Signature	  of participant: _____________________________________________________________________

Name of parent/guardian: ___________________________________________________________________

Signature	  of parent/guardian: ________________________________________________________________

Phone	  Number: ( ) other: ( )

Name of Researcher: _______________________________________________________________________

Signature	  of Researcher: _____________________________________________________________________

Contact information	  for researcher:
Telephone: (760)	  419-‐4601
Email:	  arell003@csusm.edu

Thank you for your participation! Please return this form to your teacher and I will provide you with your own
copy. At the completion of the project, you will receive a $10 gift card to Target.

http:mibanez@csusm.edu.	�
http:arell003@csusm.edu.	�
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