
Asian American
Cultural Awareness

The Intergenerational Gap



Objectives of this Web 
Presentation

To provide an online resource for 
understanding many Asian American families.  

To provide sample discussions on differences 
between Asian and American culture.

To provide an outline of issues and suggested 
solutions for dealing with the 
intergenerational gap.



Who are the Asian 
Americans?

As presented in the excellent PBS documentary series 
Ancestors in the Americas, the first Asians to come to the 
western hemisphere were Chinese Filipinos who settled in 
Mexico. Eventually, Filipino sailors were the first to settle 
in the U.S. around 1750 in what would later be Louisiana 
(Le).
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Asian Americans 
account for 25% of the immigrants in this country today 
and the projected increase is 530% within this century 
(Sandrock).
More than 40% of Asian Americans hold a college degree, 
21.2% have less than a high school education, 23.4% are 
not fluent in English, and 12.4% are living in poverty 
(Asian) 
While there are differences between Asian groups, their 
values tend to be shard.



Asian Americans are people whose 
origins can be traced to the 

following areas:
Afghanistan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, China (People's 
Republic), Cyprus, East Timor, Hong Kong, 
India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Japan, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Laos, Lebanon, Macau, 
Malaysia, Maldives, Mongolia, Nepal, North 
Korea, Oman, Pakistan, Philippines, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Korea, Sri 
Lanka, Syria, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, 
United Arab Emirates, Vietnam, and 
Yemen (Homeland). 



Issues Asian Americans Face 
that Contribute to the 
Intergenerational Gap

Children’s faster acculturation disrupts family structure
Children’s challenges of cultural norms and values causes 
greater tension and dissatisfaction within the family
The number of years in the US affects acculturation and 
perceived intergeneration differences
Children of immigrant parents are caught up in the 
problems of dealing with two cultures simultaneously
Adolescent children in immigrant families tend to reject 
traditional values
The messages children receive from their parents 
regarding traditional values may conflict with American 
values



Understanding Differences in the 
Classroom

Teachers need to consider the differences in mindset 
that exist between many Asian American parents and 
children.

Children embrace the new culture, internalizing all of 
the overt and covert messages in an effort to be 
“American” or  to be “Westernized.” Conversely, 
their parents are accustomed to “Eastern” homeland 
values and ideology, some of which are inconsistent 
with the American way of life. 
As a teacher, being aware of these differences may 
help when speaking to parents as well as 
understanding how each student (in whole or in part) 
accepts or rejects parental values and ideology. 



Word Power vs. Action Power

Americans tend to judge others by the words 
that are used to describe them.  
The Asian ideal is to judge the person by his 
actions, not his words.  
Some Asian American youth may feel that 
parents do not care about them because their 
parents are not openly expressive in the same 
manner youths perceive American parents to 
be.



Direct vs. Indirect 
Communication

Westerners speak in a straightforward manner to relay an 
intended message without much misinterpretation.  
Most Asian speakers prefer indirect communication, which 
is often simply a form of politeness because they equate 
bluntness with rudeness. 
Many Asian youth are caught in the middle of this 
communication—American clear-cut language at school and 
on the streets, but go home to find that the same words have 
different meanings.  



Dislike Silence vs. Esteem Silence

Americans are quite happy with sound such as 
background music or small conversational gaps 
filled in with “uh” and “um.”
Easterners leave longer pauses between 
sentences and are more hesitant to interrupt; this 
is a sign of politeness and care of thought.  
An American speaker may perceive these actions 
as lack of knowledge or understanding.  
However, when a parent has limited English-
speaking abilities, this may be the case. 



Assertiveness vs. Reserve

Westerners are taught to speak out to anyone 
about what they are feeling and/or thinking.  
Contrast this with the Eastern ideology of taking 
time to think and then verbalizing it in an indirect 
manner, if at all.  
Often, Asian parents may view the acculturated 
children as rude or disrespectful, while the 
children may interpret the parental silence as 
uncaring or lack of knowledge. 



Individualism 
vs. Otherism

Individualism is not equated with selfishness in 
this example; rather, it is the way in which the 
American culture perceives personal fulfillment.  
U.S. culture encourages each individual to 
discover his or her talents and to develop 
and/or expand upon them.  
Conversely, Eastern cultures have more gender-
biased roles and vocations, and an added 
component of which vocation the child should 
strive for to please the parents.  
Often, Asian American youths are receiving 
conflicting messages about the way personal 
fulfillment should be experienced.  



Goal Oriented vs. Person 
Oriented

In America, efficiency and productivity 
are traits of a “good worker.”
In opposition, Eastern beliefs are 
centered on the person:  A “good 
worker” is someone who has an active 
personal life and takes care of his family. 



Dialogue and Storytelling

The contemporary family is, as never before, a 
crossroad in which its different members go 
forth to and return from different worlds where 
different languages are spoken, different stories 
are told and different selves are employed. In the 
face of this, the only recourse parents have in 
dealing with the problems their children face in 
coping with the only world they have known are 
the stories they bring out of their experiences. 
(qtd. In Nacu)



Solution Through 
Dialogue

One of the solutions found to be helpful in 
alleviating these differences is dialoguing.  
In the documentary, “Silent Sacrifices:  
Voices of the Filipino American Family,”
Dr. Patricia Heras chronicles Filipino 
families’ views of how the immigration 
and acculturation process is different for 
adolescents and their parents (Heras).  
Filmed separately, the tapes were 
exchanged; whereby, both teens and 
parents were open to understanding one 
another’s viewpoints. 

http://www.naatanet.org/shopnaata/videos/title/S/silentsacrifices.html
http://www.naatanet.org/shopnaata/videos/title/S/silentsacrifices.html


Benefits of Storytelling and 
Dialogue

Aids all generations to better understand 
their differences
Provides information on the causes of 
intergenerational and cultural gaps

Links all generations into an avenue of 
support 



Clarifies family member’s intentions, 
feelings and thoughts that were not 
understood in their home environment.  
Helps one to comprehend the concepts of 
Family and Self
Examines the intergenerational life 
experiences of other families



Builds a Community of Memory
Provides a tool for the preservation of 
cultural heritage

Passing on of Family Values and 
History
Develops Intergeneration sharing



Effects of Intergenerational 
Storytelling

Education
Communication
Enlightenment
Appreciation
Healing



Maintaining the Heritage Language 
and Culture

Some Asian immigrants arrive in 
America with little to no formal 
schooling or ability to speak English.

Assimilation into the mainstream 
culture is important, but families 
need to find ways to maintain both 
their native language and culture at 
home.  The following are benefits:

Helps minimize family gaps
Aids in retention of ethnic 
identity
Promotes linguistic and academic 
development



Family Resources
Parents who do not speak English or 
have limited English proficiency (LEP) 
are entitled to information from the 
school their child attends written in a 
language they can understand.  
Teachers can direct persons to, or 
download and forward information 
from, a government website that has 
texts in Vietnamese, Hmong, and 
Tagalog (as well as other languages) 
about their rights as LEP persons.  

One website with free (amateur) or 
professional translations and 
downloadable dictionaries is 
FreeLang.com.  Additionally, the 
professional-only translating site, 
America Translating Services, offers 
over 150 languages and dialects. 

http://www.lep.gov/
http://www.freelang.net/
http://www.am-translating.com/


Teacher Resources

Teachers must recognize that many of their Asian American 
students will be second language learners and should seek 
further information about learning, teaching, and creating 
inclusive classrooms for all levels of language ability.

Strategies for Success:  Engaging Immigrant Students in 
Secondary Schools” by Aida Walqui. In it, she lists “Ten 
Principles of Effective Instruction for Immigrant Students.”

Northern Illinois University’s Center for Southeast Asian 
Studies provides lesson plans and general information.

Details about Asian Americans

A detailed map of Asia

Information about Asian Countries

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0003strategies.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0003strategies.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0003strategies.html
http://www.niu.edu/cseas/outreach/
http://www.niu.edu/cseas/outreach/
http://www.niu.edu/cseas/outreach/
http://www.asian-nation.org/first.shtml
http://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/as.htm
http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/world/A0805015.html


Teacher Resources

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL)
Immigrant education
Cal Resources Links to current projects on various topics, 
resources, database, directory, and national 
resource/research center links 

Center for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence
(CREDE).  Here, teachers will find a wealth of articles about 
research that has been done for minority groups and the 
summary reports. 

“Broadening the Base:  School/Community Partnerships 
Serving Language Minority Students at Risk” examines how 
school-based programs and community-based organizations 
can collaborate to help at-risk students. 

http://www.cal.org/topics/immigrnt.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/index.html
http://www.crede.org/
http://www.crede.org/research/sfc/intro3_1.shtml#Refugee
http://www.crede.org/research/sfc/intro3_1.shtml#Refugee
http://www.crede.org/research/sfc/intro3_1.shtml#Refugee


Additional Resources

Asian American Cultural Center – website.
Race Relations – articles.
Asian American Youth: Culture, Identity and Ethnicity –
book by Lee and Zhou.
Contemporary Asian America: A Multidisciplinary Reader –
book by Min Zhou.
Asian American Studies: A Reader – book by Jean Yu-Wen
Shen Wu.
Asian American X : An Intersection of Twenty-First Century 
Asian American Voices – book by Arar Han.
Asian American Dreams : The Emergence of an American 
People – book by Helen Zia.
Unraveling the "Model Minority" Stereotype: Listening to 
Asian American Youth – book by Stacey J. Lee.
The Accidental Asian : Notes of a Native Speaker – book by 
Eric Liu.

http://www.asianamericancc.com/events.htm
http://racerelations.about.com
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0415946697/104-6891562-3111140?v=glance&n=283155&n=507846&s=books&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0814796915/ref=pd_sim_b_1/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0813527260/ref=pd_sim_b_2/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0472068741/ref=pd_sim_b_3/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0374527369/ref=pd_sim_b_4/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0807735094/ref=pd_sim_b_5/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0375704868/ref=pd_sim_b_6/104-6891562-3111140?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance


Final Thoughts 

Being aware of cultural differences such 
as the intergenerational gap and making 
classrooms a positive, safe environment 
are measures teachers can take to 
making a fair and equitable difference 
in the world, one student at a time.
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