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Managing Cultural Conflict

A Guide for Immigrant Parents Who Have “American” Children

By Judy Tso

The most confusing and difficult . you of the suffering they face or they " what your children have to say.
conflict between parents who are immi-  Now let’s contrast that with the beliefs  may have tried to explain it to you and -

grants and their American-born chil- of American parents: you dismissed them. You may not Ask children about their experience of the
dren (or children who emigrated at a * Parents are to be respected as well. have a budget for lots of clothes. mainstream culture
young age) originates from the'fact that ~ * Children also know what they need  However, what if you compromise and Ask your children to explain what
although everyone is in the same fami-  and can express their needs to parents,  find some money once in a while to they experience at school or. with
ly, the two generations do not share the - * Children also get to have a voice and  give to your child for a special piece of ~ friends. You probably have little idea
same cultural history, Typically par- share their own ideas and wishes. clothing? about the challenges they face every-
ents and children are raised in the same  Parents demonstrate that they can also i day. Even though you may be busy,
society and therefore have the same listen to the children’s ideas as well. In Asia, Children should be quiet and lis- create time for conversations. The
cultural norms. ‘However with immi- * Parents share their own feelings and  ten. In America, children should freely more you know about their life, the
gration, parents and children do not emotions with children. express their ideas and have their own more you will be able to recognize
have the same cultural experience. * Parents show love in many ways thoughts. when your wishes directly contradict
As a child of parents who emigrated ~ which include showing physical affec- In America, children are encouraged  their experiences, and you will know
from Taiwan after fleeing from China, I  tion, saying I love you, and praising . to have and express their own thoughts ~ when you need to seek compromise.
have long explored what I experienced  and appreciating their children. and feelings. In school, your children ’
as a child and why I found my parents * Parents are not always right. They are taught to have independent Tell your children what it is you need
to be so bewildering. 1did not under- sometimes are wrong and admit to it to *  thoughts, but when they come home, Asian parents typically do not tatk
stand my parent's behavior and values demonstrate that even parents can be you may expect them to obey your about their feelings and they may not
because 1 had no-cultural reference " wrong. wishes. This often goes directly against “fully explain their expectations.
point for them. My parents rarely * If children do well in school, that's the message that children get from Because relationships between immi-
explained their Chinese upbringing or ~ worthy of praise and celebration. school. For your child to succeed in grant parents and their American chil-
the values they held. As a result, [ * Children are to be told the stories America; it is good for them to think dren are much more complex, it

often felt my parents seemed like aliens
from another planet!

It took two years of livirig in China
and my work as an anthropologist and
personal coach to make sense of the
misunderstandings I faced. I know
what it is like to be the child of immi-
grant parents and hope this perspective
will help Asian parents better under-
stand and relate to their children. You
can prevent difficulties for your child if
you seek to understand the cultural

about their parents, grandparents and
family so they know about their histo-
ry. Even painful stories are shared.
Parents don’t limit themselves to telling
stories only to make a point when dis-

When these different sets of beliefs
come together, it isn’t surprising that
conflict arises. Through everyday
interaction with Americans, you chl-
dren are learning American culture and

independently. You may have certain
rules you want your child to follow,
but you also want to demonstrate to
them that you support their ideas as
well and listen to what they have to
say. Occasionally, it may mean letting
them have their way.

It also means that as they grow up,
you give them the space to form their
own identity without pressure from
you. In America, children are expected
to develop their ownideas for a career

becomes important for Asian parents to
deliberately explain their ideas and
expectations. Do not assume your chil-
dren understand you because they do
not have the knowledge of Asian cul-
ture you have. Clearly communicate
what you need from your children.

Don’t be overprotective.

It may well backfire. Let me give
you an example: my cousin emigrated
from Taiwan a few years ago. She has

T contlicis berween what yot were ~YEITEE, TE 18 THoYe DEETy UTatyour Chil= ™ 4fd Tife afid 1 pursiie thent asthey ™~ a b-year-old f]a‘ughﬁe‘r .(lél, s call her
taught and what your child is learning ~ dren share Lhe beliefs of American par-  reach adulthoed. ' Sandy) who is in th.e first grade.
in American society. ents rather than your beliefs. Asa Every.day, my cousin t.irops off a Junch
For the puiposes of comparison, this ~ result Asian parents expect one thing In Asia, parents often do not openly offer of Chinese home.cqokmg _to Sandy at
article assumes two extreme positions from children and children expect praise for doing well in school. In America,  school. My cousin is afra.?dr her daugh-
parents can adopt. Atoncend arethc  another thing from parents. children get rewarded for good grades. ter will not like the {\mer}can food.
parents who want to preserve Asian . Should you praise your kids for Not_ only is my cousin being overpro-
values and beliefs. -These parents Now, let's look closer at some of  their school achievement? Yes, A tective af\d §pm[mg Sandy, but she is
attempt to teach children Asian values  {ha peliefs held by Asian par- absolutely.‘ You may expect your child  making it difficult for Sandy tlc; Il:am to
and they adopt the Lraditional hierar- ents: : to c:{o vtlell in school amli_I may t::nl;aise zax; ;rzlder:ga: nic:;ian S?::c){ ll:gr elqeﬁr .
i i i N . P raise is unnecessary. Howev
Ch“/::t] trle\la:t‘:\t;lzga are parents who Pa.r;ntznknmu :::M IZ biSt versus Children gnd recognition ara:prected in i life and she needs to like lt My cousin
really want their child to assimilate. might ko what is Gest. American culture. If your child does may be making it more difficult for

) Parents believe they know what is
best for children. The problem is that
immigrant parents may not always
know what is best for their children in

well and you do not show your happi-  Sandy to adjust to her school life.
ness and appreciation, your child may Ultimately, it is Sandy who will suffer.
wonder why you don’t care. Your ‘

These parents may not teach the native -
language at home or teach Asian val-
ues, customs, or traditions.

irst half of the article addresses . i child will feel loved if you acknowl- The reverse situation: You are too hands off
par:lr'::sfwho are attempting to enforce ATHICS' This is blect:u'ie CV;}I\:; r:ray be edge their hard work. They expect that You may have decided not to tell
traditional Asian values. The later half s/u tura y'ap;‘);opna m te here acknowledgement because they see that  your children about your culh.xre_
offers parenting tips for both tradition- le’;:am, IT.D . atl:l’\}:to,z;:n-bom. ar- other children receive it. Denying -because you want them to assimilate.
oriented parents and the less tradition- @ reality is P praise can send the wrong message. You may not even teach them your lan-

ents can’t know what it’s like to grow
up in America. Asian (immigrant) par-
ents can’t know what it’s like to go to

guage in the hopes that they will assim-

al. Finally, the last tip offers specific : will
Tips for managing and prevent-  ilate more casily. However, it is impor-

guidance for less traditional parents

wha want to help their child to assimi- an American school and may not be ing conflict tar}t to pass on cul‘h-xra] knowledgg.
tate. well connected to many part); of Respect your child geltnf Stkr_mﬂy gadl;onfa ! in ?:Ctle(ilcr}?

R American culture. What if they don’t respect you? If ut backing off an 'le using bactfi
How Asian parents view their You may sometimes need to ask ordering them to show respect has them about Asian cdu l“te;‘:n k:': ire
role versus how American par- your children what they think is best stopped working, try another too. Your children do need to know

ents view their role: given their understanding of American ~ approach. In America, there is often a something about their cultural heritage.

What traditional Asian parents believe  culture. Because your children are . belief that. respect needs to be earned. ;gi::j%iﬁam to your chﬂd’s identity
about their role and their relationship experiencing, the world in a radically g‘your children n‘; lon‘g'er reSPethyou, Remember to share your stories of
with children: . different way than you did growing en you may nee lo figure out how . because you are the great-

* Parent: to be respected and up, giving them instructions that are to earn their respect back. If they say growing up because yot Er

arents are fo pe p. gIving - i i i est source of Asian cultural knowledge

obeyed. informed by your cultural experience you never listen to their ideas, then for your children.

* Parents know what is best for the may not be appropriatc or rcalistic. rflaybe you should sit dom and try to When sharing your stories; pretend
child and what the child needs. Let's look at an example. Your child listen to them. Try showing them the your child is a Caucasian American

* Parents are the ones to talk, children  wants a pair of Nike brand shoes. In kind of respect you expect from t}}em. e e mothins: abot Acta. From

i the United States, we are obsessed with  When parents change their behavior, 3 g ab .

are to listen. © Lrute S5, We & thev inspire children to change as well,  that perspective, explain your beliefs,

* Parents do not talk about their own  fashion. You may Eehe;:e thal clothes ey Inspire cluldren to ge as " values and ideas to your children. If
feelings and emotions. are not important, but the person’s ) ou take this perspective, it is likel

* Parenls show love by working hard  character is important. However, your Talk, Communicate, Converse M il be m}:;t c};:ar and ex licit};n 4

i i i i This may go against the very nature ~ YOU WI L explicl

to support children economically, not child knows that different types of ! you will not leave out basic principles
by talking. clothes convey diffcrent meanings. If of your cultural norms. Your C_h‘ld'en they need to have explained.

* Parents are always right. your child dresses in a way that is per-  have been taught by the American . '

* Children should do well in school. ceived negatively by the other children, ~mainstream culture that it is normal for  Judy Tso is an anthropologist, coach and
It is expected of them. your child may be launted, beaten up parents and children to have discus- consultant and Principal-of Aha Solutions

* There is no need to talk about histo-  etc. ‘ sions. Try engaging your child in a Unlimited. She can be contacted at judyt-
ry. It is past. Your children may be afraid to tell two-way dialogue. Be ready tolistento  so@ghasolutions.org.



