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This research sets out to explore how extracurricular involvement impacts the lives of 
adolescent immigrants in King County, as well as how that involvement could be further 
supported or improved. The inspiration to explore this area came from formative 
conversations with the Youth Program Manager at the Refugee Women’s Alliance 
(ReWA), a Seattle-based nonprofit that provides holistic services to help refugee and 
immigrant women and families thrive. These conversations led us to an early assumption 
that while extracurricular programming has the potential to positively impact immigrant 
youth, involvement is often not prioritized in their lives [6].



This report summarizes the process and results of our qualitative research activities 
conducted over a period of three months with immigrants who have lived through 
adolescence in King County. Through semi-structured interviews, a cultural probe, and 
experience map activities, we gained a better understanding of what motivates 
extracurricular involvement in local adolescent immigrants and how the ability to 
participate is impacted or inhibited by a variety of factors ranging from familial 
relationships to knowledge surrounding opportunities in their communities. 



We also prioritized conducting many expert interviews with individuals who are 
established in working with immigrant and refugee communities. These interviews 
helped us gain knowledge spanning across a variety of topics within this space including 
the planning and funding of after-school activities and the challenges community-based 
organizations are facing in 2019. 


Introduction

Introduction

Through the synthesis of data from our eight participant interviews, six expert interviews, 
and secondary research, we identified several potential areas of opportunity for design: 


     •   How might we leverage the existing network of youth who want to make an  
          impact on the community to increase the diversity of mentors? 


     •   How might we empower adolescent immigrants to deliver trustworthy and  
          transparent information regarding after-school programs to their parents?



     •   How might we streamline the understanding of the educational system in the 

          U.S. and benefits of extracurricular involvement for immigrant families?



     •   How might we enable youth with transportation barriers or parental safety  
          concerns to participate in after-school activities? 
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We started our research by conducting a literature review to help us gain a better 
understanding of the immigrant experience in King County, specifically through the lens 
of adolescence. We gathered information from academic research papers, blog posts, 
news articles, as well as website and video content from local nonprofits. Part of this 
process also included formative conversations with immigrant-supporting, local 
organizations such as World Relief Seattle, and the Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWA). 
Ultimately, these activities helped us begin to paint a picture of what adjusting to life in 
King County can be like for an adolescent immigrant and how their decisions 
surrounding extracurricular involvement fit into this process.


Living through adolescence as an immigrant  
 

Adolescence is a period of transition in an individual’s life between childhood and 
adulthood (1). During this phase of life, the process of identity formation takes place, 
marked by the exploration, questioning, and adaptation of a young person’s beliefs, 
values, and attitudes (2). Through these activities, an identity, or sense of self, that stands 
the test of time emerges (1). Research shows that this task of developing a 
socially-approved identity is crucial in ensuring a healthy transition into adult life (9). 



During this complex period of development, young immigrants face the additional task 
of acculturation during adolescence, or “negotiating the incoming force of host culture 
with the norms, values, and beliefs of that individual and ethnic culture (2).” This 
negotiation can be challenging because home and host cultures often pose different 
models for healthy and socially-acceptable identities (9). Functioning in these 
multicultural landscapes requires a developed bicultural competence and flexibility on 
top of the other tasks involved in adolescent growth (9).



Potential Impact of extracurricular involvement 
 

Through secondary research, we discovered that participation in extracurricular activities 
can be an effective avenue through which adolescent immigrants can develop their 
identity, foster social connections, and develop skills (3, 4). Research also suggests that 
participation in outside-of-school activities positively influences educational achievement 
and sense of belonging in immigrant youth, as well as decreases misconduct at school, 
and chances of partaking in substance abuse (4, 5). And, in regards to acculturation, 
extracurricular involvement can support exposure to mainstream culture through 
meaningful contact that arises outside of the highly prescribed interactions that happen 
during school hours (5).



However, students from immigrant families can face several challenges regarding getting 
involved due to the fact that their parents are less familiar with the educational system in 
their host country; the role that extracurricular activities could play in their children's’ 
academic development is often unclear or confusing (4). This ties to one of our formative 
discussions with staff at ReWA, which pointed out that even though extracurricular 
activity involvement can open the door to internal explorative work for adolescent 
immigrants, it’s often not prioritized in their lives (6). 




Background

Immigration in the U.S. and King County 
 

Nearly one in five U.S. residents today is an immigrant or the child of an immigrant 
parent, the highest foreign-born share of U.S. residency in over a century (10). At a local 
level, King County has had the third largest increase in foreign-born residents among all 
U.S. counties since the start of the decade (14). Washington Congresswoman Pramila 
Jayapal, an immigrant herself, recently spoke with the Seattle Times, stating “we 
[Washington] have this remarkable diversity of immigrant populations, and I do think 
we’ve been a welcoming state in terms of how people see immigrants. (14)” 
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Background

What role does extracurricular activity involvement 
play in the lives of local adolescent immigrants?



How do teenagers discover and make decisions about 
what extracurriculars they participate in?



What is the role of technology in local adolescent 
immigrants’ everyday life? 




Moving Forward 
 

Equipped with this knowledge, we moved forward into formalizing some research 
questions to explore with experts and participants through a variety of methods. Many of 
our readings and conversations pointed to an assumed potential for positive impact in 
the lives of adolescent immigrants through extracurricular involvement. But through our 
research, we hoped to explore that assumption on a local level and uncover the specific 
roles extracurriculars play in these individuals’ lives.





Research Questions 


Linguistic Hygiene 
 

The purpose of this short section is to develop clarity and common ground regarding 
terms we commonly use throughout this document. We adhered to these associations 
when communicating as a team internally as well as with research participants. 



     •   First-generation Immigrants: A foreign-born resident who has relocated and  
          become a permanent resident in a new country. Could also refer to a person who  
          is the first in their family to be a naturally born citizen in a country of relocation.



     •   Adolescence: The period of transition from childhood to adulthood, involving the  
          process of identity formation. The age range is typically denoted as between 10  
          and 24 years old (7). 



     •   Extracurricular Activity: Activities or involvement that take place in addition to  
          regular school or work duties (8).
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Competitive Assessment

We conducted a less traditional “competitive analysis” by developing a framework that would 
help us continue to explore three distinct aspects of extracurricular experiences: discovery, 
programming, and quality assurance. 



We analyzed programs, services, and products that aligned with each of these categories as a 
way to deepen our understanding of how people discover activities they want to take part in, 
what creates an effective extracurricular program, and how extracurricular programs assure 
quality and effectiveness over time. Some of the items we analyzed were specific to adolescent 
immigrant communities, like Project Rise and ReWA’s Post-Secondary Success Program. However, 
we also investigated how extracurricular programs or products catering to different or more 
general audiences operate like the YMCA and Yelp. We synthesized some key observations from 
this analysis for each category, presented on the right.



Competitive 

Assessment

Options promote exploration

When adolescents have options for extracurricular involvement, they are empowered to explore 
who they are with their free time. 



Discovery through schools is inflexible

The discovery of extracurricular programs often rely on inflexible school communication.


Discovery



Empathy fosters adolescent growth

Extracurricular program facilitators need cultural intelligence and the ability to empathize to 
support social-emotional growth in adolescents.




Customization empowers discovery

The ability to tailor experiences to meet personal needs makes the discovery process more 
efficient and suitable for individuals.



Programming



Defining expectations unites teams

Maintaining clear expectations of program staff and leadership results in a united vision of the 
future and reduces the tendency for dissonance in team dynamics.




Relationships incentivize reliable feedback

Trustworthy relationships and rapport building with community partners and youth who use 
program resources culminate in more reliable feedback regarding program quality.



Quality Assurance
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Sarah Peterson

State Refugee Coordinator of the Office of Refugee & Immigrant Assistance (ORIA)



Sarah serves as the State Refugee Coordinator for ORIA, whose mission is “to transform the lives 
of refugees and immigrants by investing resources into local communities to support programs 
that promote economic stability and community integration”. Specifically for our research, we 
were interested in talking to Sarah about her organization’s work in the Refugee School Impact 
Program (RSI). Through the RSI program, ORIA is able to “support local schools systems 
impacted by significant numbers of refugee and youth”.


Expert 1 

Heidi Neff

Program manager for the Catholic Community Services Youth Tutoring Program  


Heidi Neff works at the Catholic Community Services Youth Tutoring Program which mostly 
serves local immigrant youth. She is also the convener of a collaboration of community-based 
organizations, including ReWA, driving work to develop collaborative strategies for recruiting and 
retaining volunteers who better reflect the demographics of the youth their programs serve in 
South Seattle. Heidi is relevant to our study because she has years of experience working with 
immigrant youth in the context of after-school programming.


Expert 2 

Katya Yefimova

Ph.D. candidate at the University of Washington Information School



Katya Yefimova’s research interests are a combination of technology, social inclusion and design. 
Katya’s work with organizations such as ReWA have helped develop programs for immigrant 
communities in the greater Seattle area. Katya has also researched the role teenage immigrants 
often take on as “ICT Wayfarers” between their families and their new host country. We were also 
interested to speak to Katya due to her experience using cultural probes for research regarding 
local immigrant populations.


Expert 3 

Expert Intviews

Our team conducted six expert interviews to help us gain a more holistic understanding of the 
adolescent immigrant experience in King County. We define experts in this context as individuals 
who are experienced in working with or researching local immigrant populations. Some experts 
were immigrants themselves, which often led to the knowledge shared from the lenses of both 
their work and their own lived experiences.



Within our team exists a variety of cultural backgrounds, however, none of our roots are in King 
County. Therefore, it was important to prioritize learning from experts who have been situated in 
Seattle immigrant communities for far longer than we have, especially prior to working directly 
with immigrants through primary research methods. By frontloading our primary research process 
with expert interviews, we were able to expand our knowledge about the space quicker than we 
could have through secondary research alone. We also became better equipped to navigate a 
space involving impressionable youth who are often marginalized as immigrants. 



Our goals with these interviews were to learn more about how organizations that support 
immigrant youth plan, fund, and assess their youth programs. We also hoped to learn more 
about how experts perceive the impact of after-school programming on the lives of adolescent 
immigrants in King County through their experiences.






Recruitment and Interviews 
 

Individuals we interviewed include UW Researchers, Program Managers at local non-profits 
focusing on supporting immigrant youth and educators also focused on working with immigrant 
youth. For each recruited expert, we developed a set of unique interview questions that related 
to their specific expertise [see Appendix]. Our interviews took place mostly in person with the 
exception of one video call, each lasting thirty minutes to an hour. 


Expert Interviews
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Tamthy Ye

Associate Director of the Vietnamese Friendship Association (VFA)



Tamthy has worked with Project Rise at The Vietnamese Friendship Association (VFA) for five 
years. The VFA is a Seattle-based non-profit that works with refugee and immigrant communities 
experiencing educational inequities. She is also the Associate Director of Project Rise, a program 
in partnership with the Seattle World School associated with the VFA that offers “a broad range of 
opportunities to extend and deepen learning beyond the standard school day through a variety 
of classes.” These extracurricular offerings range from English conversation class and Homework 
Help, to photography, guitar, and origami classes. Tamthy manages all of these programs.


Expert 4 

Pang Chang

Refugee School Impact Program Director for School’s Out Washington (SoWA)



From 2001 to 2004, Pang worked as the Grants and Contracts Specialist at School’s Out 
Washington. Prior to that, she coordinated youth programs for the Refugee Women’s Alliance. 
Pang then worked as the Refugee Program Planner for the Nonprofit Assistance Center. In 2007, 
Pang rejoined School’s Out Washington as the Refugee School Impact Grant Project Director, 
overseeing the administration of Refugee School Impact subgrants to district-community 
partnerships and connects those partnerships to resources for improving services to refugee 
students. Pang is relevant to our study because she had years of experience working in the 
domain of refugee youth in the context of an afterschool program from an outside organization.


Expert 5 

Methal Dabaj

Software engineer at Microsoft actively supporting Syrian refugee resettlement in the King County



Methal Dabaj leads grassroots efforts to support Syrian refugee families’ resettlement in the King 
County area over recent years. Methal herself came to the United States in 2011 as an immigrant 
from Damascus, Syria where she earned an undergraduate degree in computer science. She is 
now a software engineer at Microsoft in Seattle. Methal shared anecdotally her experiences 
helping families get comfortable in Seattle as new arrivals.


Expert 6 

Expert Intviews



Adolescent Immigrants  
& Extracurricular Involvement

1817

Recruitment

Volunteering in Local Communities  


In hopes of developing relationships in local immigrant communities and giving back to ReWA 
who offered us advice and resources throughout our research planning, we served as volunteer 
tutors for ReWA’s Post Secondary Success Program on a weekly basis.



In our future design activities, we hope to collaboratively ideate and test our designs with 
individuals we met with each week through this experience. 



Primary Participants: Immigrants



     •   Aged 18-24

     •   Lived through teenage years as an immigrant in King County



To respect the vulnerability of immigrant teenagers who are currently in the midst of identity 
formation, we focused on talking to first-generation immigrants aged 18-24 who lived out their 
teenage years in King County. We also prioritized recruiting a group of individuals who are 
diverse in their countries of origin. Capping our participant age range at 24 helped ensure our 
data regarding technology use is relatively relevant in 2019. 



During our expert interviews, we also received feedback on our plan for primary research 
including best practices for working with sensitive populations such as immigrant communities. 
These individuals also provided advice regarding effective recruitment techniques. 



We also continued communications with the Youth Programs Manager at the Refugee Women’s 
Alliance (ReWA), who we initially connected with during our initial phase of secondary research. 
She provided us further advice in these areas, and helped us begin volunteering with a ReWA 
youth program.



In response to advice received, we invested in the following recruiting strategies:



     •   Connections through the Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWA)

     •   Intercepts at UW Kelly Ethnic Cultural Center

     •   Seattle Churches, religious small groups

     •   Connections through professors at UW

     •   Personal connections



Using a Google Form Screener Survey, we collected basic contact information from individuals 
interested in participating as well as some information about what they were involved in as an 
adolescent. The screener included a recruitment message further describing the details of 
participant involvement.



It is worth noting that because much of our recruitment happened through the University of 
Washington, our participants were at least partly college educated.




Recruitment

Countries of Origin of our Recruited Participants 

2 The Philippines

Vietnam

Ethiopia
3

Nigeria

1

South Korea1

1
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We conducted semi-structured interviews with both immigrant and expert participants over a 
4-week period. Through semi-structured interviews, we were able to directly explore our research 
questions. The semi-structured interview format encouraged participants to express lived  
experiences on their own terms, helping us minimize the risk of imposing our world views onto 
participants while concurrently helping us better understand their experiences as adolescent 
immigrants in King County.



Each interview consisted of a set of prepared open-ended questions focused on topics including 
belonging, family, the process of immigrating to the U.S. and extracurricular experiences [see 
interview guide in Appendix]. We included questions that probed about our three cultural probe 
activities discussed in detail later in the document. To increase the chances of rapport building 
and to make participants comfortable, we made sure to conduct all our participant interviews in 
person in spaces by the choosing of the participants.



In addition to conducting interviews in person, we met at least a week prior to the scheduled 
interview sessions with our participants to hand off physical copies of the aforementioned cultural 
probes. This allowed us to further acquaint ourselves with the participants and provided a time 
for them to ask any questions they had about our research and their participation. It was 
important to us that participants felt comfortable, informed, and confident in their choice to 
participate.


Iterating our Interview Guide



As we progressed through our interviews, we encountered a common theme involving immigrant 
parents and the role they play in their children’s involvement in extracurricular activities. Looking 
into parental involvement led us to iterate on our interview questions to include questions 
focused on this area. To better understand the dynamics at play between immigrant parents and 
children, we also set out to speak to a parent - the mother of two of our participants. We 
developed a unique interview guide for this session.



Semi-Structured  
Interviews
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Cultural Probes

We designed a Cultural Probe consisting of three short activities that participants completed 
before our scheduled interview sessions. Our goal with these activities was to encourage and 
support reflection which was crucial for our research since participants we spoke to had already 
lived through adolescence. During our interview sessions with participants, we included 
questions about each activity that fit into the flow of our stand-alone interview questions. 
Through the activities, we were able to gain deeper insights into the relationships that impacted 
our participants’ lives and how they related to their extracurricular involvement choices. 

Cultural 

Probes

Photo inquiry of extracurricular involvement 
The prompt: Collect 1 to 3 photos from middle school or high school extracurricular 
activities that possessed sentimental value for them.


Artifact 1: a collection of photos from P1 depicting involvement in Key Club and band
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Artifact 2: letter written by P7 Artifact 3: letter written by P1

Artifact 3: letter written by P4

Write a letter to your teenage self  
The prompt: Write a short letter to your younger self. Try to reflect on the important 
lessons you learned and people and events that helped you get to where you are today. 


Cultural Probes
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Teenage world drawing exercise 
The prompt: What did your teenage world look like? Draw a picture, diagram, or even 
use words to show this. Consider showing people who were important to you, activities 
that you were involved in after school, music, food and etc.


Artifact 7: Teenage World Activity completed by P7

Artifact 6: Teenage World activity completed by P4

Artifact 5: Teenage World activity completed by P1

Cultural Probes
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Using an experience mapping activity during our sessions helped us visually document 
the journey of a participant’s involvement with a specific extracurricular activity depicted 
in chronological order.  Our goal with this experience mapping exercise was to help us 
better understand the stages of emotions involved in extracurricular involvement for our 
participants. We also hoped to explore especially positive moments or needs for 
improvement in the participants’ experiences.



The activity, lasting around twenty minutes was broken into sections. The first section of 
the activity used the following prompt:



“Think of one extracurricular activity you took part in while in middle school or high 
school and write down some major events that occurred from the beginning of your 
involvement to the end. Write one event per sticky note.”



After participants mapped out the major events of their involvement, we probed about 
aspects that needed improvement or weren’t enjoyable (pain-points). We had them 
write these experiences on sticky notes and chart them along with the main events 
appropriately. Lastly, we probed about aspects of their involvement that were especially 
positive (highlights). Participants mapped these on sticky notes along their journey too.


Experience Map
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Experience Map

Artifact 8: Experience map completed by P3

Artifact 9: Experience map completed by P2

Artifact 10: Experience map completed by P1



32

Adolescent Immigrants  
& Extracurricular Involvement

1

Insights

We formalized nine main insights after synthesizing our data from eight participant 
sessions, six expert interviews, and our secondary research. 



To support the presentation of our insights, we have included experience maps depicting 
real stories from our research activities with participants that align with our learnings.


Teachers, counselors, and coaches serve instrumental roles in adolescent immigrants’ lives. They 
often provide sustained mentorship and resources and invest in helping immigrant youth readjust  
to the U.S. school system. They also support the youth’s discovery of extracurricular activities and 
opportunities. However, this form of guidance is offered more often to the academically-driven 
students because teachers perceive they will take advantage of the presented opportunities. 
Multiple interviewees mentioned that while this guidance from teachers was helpful and 
appreciated, they wished less academically successful students received this treatment more, too. 

Teachers deeply impact student involvement and 
awareness of opportunities, but this form of 
informal investment is not extended to all students.

(P4)

“Mr. Slade was very helpful to my family 
because that was around the time that we 
immigrated to the States. She helped us kids 
with their education, especially reading.” 

(P3)

“If you were a person who cared about 
school, teachers would push you to do things 
like the National Honor Society.” 

(P7)

“I was one of the kids that were getting a lot 
of help. And, I mean, I was thankful, but also 
just like, help someone else because you 
already know that I'm fine. But that wasn't the 
case in my high school. They just love to help 
those who have potential not really those who 
need it.” 

(P7)

“My coach ended up being like a 2nd dad to 
me. He made the most impact out of 
everybody.” 
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For adolescent immigrants, increased independence leads to increased self-exploration. The 
hidden curriculum of social-emotional growth in extracurriculars can be an effective medium 
through which adolescent immigrants can develop a sense of purpose, discover passions, and 
foster social connections. However, a youth’s involvement in these activities is often hindered by 
the lack of accessible transport to and from activities as well as difficulties getting parental 
approval to participate.

Extracurricular involvement for adolescents is often 
prevented due to transportation issues or lack of 
parental approval. 

3

(P1)

“My relatives couldn't really provide me rides 
because they had work. In Lynnwood where I 
lived, there were limited buses. Also, my 
school was kind of in the middle of nowhere 
so there was no bus or if you take the bus you 
have to walk like 30 min.” 

(E1)

“It is important that there is parental 
involvement in getting kids connected to 
after-school programs” 

(E6)
“Extracurricular activities give them a 
purpose, a goal, and an outlet.” 

(P3)

“In middle school [it] was really hard to get 
my parents agreed on anything. Because they 
felt like we were super young. You had to 
fight to do things” 

After moving to the U.S., adolescent immigrants are constantly redefining the competing sets of 
cultural expectations they experience from their family and ethnic community as well as from 
mainstream society in the U.S. They need to balance adapting to a new culture but also retaining 
their home country traditions. Immigrant parents also struggle to balance the desire for their 
children to retain native culture but also learn English and U.S. culture.

Adolescent immigrants experience ongoing tension 
in the process of balancing cultural expectations 
from their family and mainstream peers.

2

(E5)

“I am finding young people from immigrant 
backgrounds are constantly redefining the 
cultural expectations, both from the side of 
their own community and family and the 
mainstream society. These can often be 
competing sets of expectations.” (P2)

“During middle and high school, there was a 
lot of tiptoeing around about what it meant to 
be American. Going from speaking English at 
school and coming home and transitioning to 
our native tongues was what I had to figure 
out and navigate.” 

(E1)

“There's also the frustration of losing culture. 
And this is where I think integration is really 
tricky. First generation immigrant youth, they 
want to learn English, they want to succeed, 
they want to take advantages of all of the 
opportunities that the United States has. And, 
but at the same time, then parents are like, 
when I speak to them in Arabic, they respond 
to me in English, and I'm afraid they're losing 
their language and their culture, and how do I 
keep them involved.”
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Adolescent immigrants often have to explain and defend the value that they perceive in 
after-school activities to their parents in order to gain permission to participate. Through 
conversations over time, parents become more open to involvement. Immigrant parents also 
tend to trust information directly from adult after-school activity organizers and supervisors over 
information relayed through their children. 

A parent’s trust in extracurricular programs depends 
on having an open dialogue with their child as well as 
with program facilitators.

5

 (P3)

“I was part of the student board and I stayed 
up to school a lot of times to do things. But 
that was only because I had a teacher that my 
parents really trusted.”

(P8)

“I wanted to ensure that after-school activities 
had adult guidance and structure. And I 
would go to school sometimes to make sure 
that my kids were, in fact, participating in 
their clubs” 

(P2)

“It was just a lot of getting my parents to 
understand that I need to do these after 
school activities.” 

(E5)

“Teens had to work to convince their parents 
about the value of extracurricular activities.” 

(P3)

“It was really hard at first and each activity 
was like another like, Yes, I have to do this 
mom and yes I want to do this too.” 

Due to the unfamiliarity of their surroundings in a new host country, immigrant parents often start 
out reluctant toward their children getting involved in extracurricular programs. They have safety 
concerns related to their kids getting to and from activities. They sometimes also feel unsure of 
what exactly happens at after-school activities, raising concerns. This often leads to tensions 
within immigrant families because the youth feel like they're being kept from activities that could 
benefit them in exploring who they are and developing skills.

Amidst new surroundings and culture in the U.S., 
immigrant parents find it difficult to weigh the 
safety risks of extracurriculars for their kids.

4
Insights

(P2)

“My mom was a lot more cautious about 
after-school activities. Because of a lot of the 
media, that was coming out of the time, and 
like a lot of different atrocities and instances 
that were happening at that time was related 
to students staying after school.” 

(P5)

“My parents didn't want to stay after school. 
They didn't want me to go home late. 
Because there were scared that I would be 
kidnapped or something.” 

 (P1)

“My relatives were worried that anything bad 
night happens to me because they weren't 
like my parents.”

(P8)
“I had to study the school and how safe it is 
for them to be able to stay after school.” 
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Insights

P2 Experience Map 
A story that supports insights 1, 2, 3, 4 & 5


Highlights

A teacher at her school 
who coaches speech & 
debate encouraged her 
to join the team.

Her speech 
coach/teacher would 
check in frequently with 
her, and encourage her 
to keep coming to 
speech.

Family was extremely 
grounding for her during this 
time. “Mom cooked Nigerian 
food at home, our dad 
reminded us of our values.”

P2 spent much of this time 
figuring out what it means 
to “be an American.” It was 
difficult for her to switch 
from speaking English at 
school to her native 
language at home.

During this time she wasn’t 
involved in extracurriculars 
because her parents were 
concerned for her safety in 
the new environment. 

Officially joining the club was 
a long time coming because 
over time she had to 
convince her parents that 
speech was important.

Her parents would come to 
the school during speech 
practice to make sure she was 
actually participating and to 
ensure that she was safe.

It was difficult to manage 
issues at home while in the 
college application process.

P2’s parents started to see 
the value in her 
participation in speech. 
Their support increased 
her capacity to get 
involved and compete.

She loved producing 
harmony among her 
teammates and traveling 
with her friends on the 
team to compete. 

INSIGHT 1 INSIGHT 1 INSIGHT 3 INSIGHT 3

INSIGHT 2

INSIGHT 4 INSIGHT 5 INSIGHT 4

During P2’s senior year, 
she reflected on speech 
and realized it helped her 
discover a passion, hone 
the skills for it, and 
become a leader.

Pain Points

Attended middle 
school in King County 
upon immigrating to 
the U.S.

Officially joined 
speech & debate  
club in 9th grade

Became hyper- 
involved in the club 
her junior year

Took on the role of 
co-president her 
senior year 

Enrolled in college 
at The University of 
Washington

In 8th grade, P2 
wanted to join the 
speech & debate club

P2 immigrated to the U.S. from Nigeria eleven years ago when she was eight years old 
with her parents (her mom is P8!) and multiple younger siblings. During her adolescence 
she spent a lot of energy on learning to balance her home and host cultures. She also 
faced disagreements with her parents on the risks involved in extracurricular activities.
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Our research showed that when adolescent immigrants experience guidance and companionship 
while adjusting to life in the U.S. through specific activities, they want to pass on those 
opportunities to other adolescent immigrants who could similarly benefit. This occured in the 
context of social relationships, but also in sibling relationships. Those that we interviewed also 
expressed desire to contribute to their local communities in meaningful ways. While the drive to 
make an impact differed across our interviews, participants aligned on the fact that 
extracurriculars are an effective avenue to get involved with their local communities.

Adolescent immigrants who have experienced 
growth through extracurriculars often strive to pass 
on those opportunities to others.

6
Insights

(P7)

“I realized how much I love working with kids 
and making an impact and just doing things 
that are more equitable and equal.” (P1)

“Since I moved, I've always wanted to be 
helpful for anyone like me who’s been in like 
my case.” 

(P4)

“My older sister was the first one in her class. 
And she spoke to us a lot on how to handle 
the education system here at the states and 
how to be successful.” 

(P4)

“I did this program called Girls Who Code 
where I learned all those coding languages. 
And I wanted to take it back to my school so I 
started the first coding club. I want to have it 
affect the people there so they can see how 
fun it is to program.” 

Having role models of a similar background helps connection with adolescent immigrants form 
faster and helps youth see themselves in professional roles. Thus, representation across cultural 
backgrounds with teachers/staff/volunteers are highly desired and valuable for youth. However, 
the current demographic for the mentors across Seattle tend to be white, retired, or religious. 

Mentors with similar cultural backgrounds can be 
inspiring to young immigrants, but exposure to these 
role models can be limited. 

7

(P1)

“Having people who are Asian American 
helped me make connections in the Key 
club.” 

(E4)
“It’s helpful for young people to see adults 
that represent their cultural background.” 

(P7)

“I didn't have like a color mentor. It was a lot 
of white people looking out for me. I wish I 
had someone that looked like me.” 

(E3)

“Having representation among staff is helpful 
so the students can see themselves in 
leadership roles. 



42

Adolescent Immigrants  
& Extracurricular Involvement

41

Insights

P7 Experience Map 
A story that supports insights 6 & 7


Highlights

She felt embraced by the 
ultimate community - part of 
something larger than herself.

P7 realized she was great at 
frisbee, and felt empowered 
by the sport.

Playing on a frisbee team is 
super expensive. You have to 
pay for gear and lots of travel.

She had no POC mentors. “It 
would’ve been nice to have 
someone who looked like me 
looking out for me.”

She regretted using frisbee as 
a way to avoid and escape 
from issues at home during 
this time in her life.

Her coach became like a 
second dad in her life, and 
constantly looked out for her.

Through coaching, she was 
able to give back to the 
community that gave her so 
much in middle school - and 
this was important to her.

INSIGHT 6, 7 INSIGHT 7

INSIGHT 7

INSIGHT 6

She was valued as an intern 
because she was a great 
influence and mentor to the 
middle school Age Up 
community.

Pain Points

P7’s sister and friends 
encouraged her to try 
ultimate frisbee

P7 became an Age Up* 
coach in high school 
for middle schoolers

She took on an 
internship with 
Age Up* later in 
high school

Enrolled in college 
at The University of 
Washington

She played on Age Up* 
teams throughout 
middle school 

* Age Up (“All Girl Everything”) is an organization in South Seattle supporting youth through Ultimate 
Frisbee, social justice education, and healing. 90% of participants are young POC in South Seattle. 
“Building power among youth living at the intersection of race and class oppression.” 

Participant 7 moved to the U.S. ten years ago with her sister and mother from the 
Philippines. Her family moved to the U.S. in search of greater opportunities and because 
much of their extended family were in the U.S., too. While navigating adolescence, 
extracurricular activities played a large role in P7’s life. 
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Insights

9

Immigrant parents perceive the U.S. as more opportunous and possess high academic 
expectations for their children. Due to misalignments between the school system in their home 
countries compared to in the U.S., however, they often don’t understand that extracurricular 
involvement can be beneficial to prepare for higher education in the U.S. They do not see the 
value for their children to participate in extracurriculars when they could be studying and this 
often leads to tension between the youth and parents.

Immigrant parents often lack cultural awareness 
that participation in after-school activities can be 
crucial for higher education preparation in the U.S.

8

(P2)

“In seventh grade, I was like mom I need to 
get involved in after-school activities. Y'all 
want me to go to Harvard?”  (P5)

“My parents could never provide me with 
stuff prepare for college because they're not 
from here.” 

(P3)

“You don't get into college by just studying. 
My parents didn't understand that 
extracurricular activity is a part of it all. 
They're just like: all you need to do is study. 
Why are you doing volunteer activities? So 
how can you explain to people from Ethiopia 
that something like Key Club exists?” 

(P5)

“Back then when I first came to the U.S., I 
never thought I would make it to college. But 
academic enrichment programs like Upward 
Bound made me more academically prepared 
for classes and college.” 

Adolescent immigrants often gain the ability to speak English at faster rates than adults partly 
because of the constant exposure to the language that comes from attending school every day. 
As a result, they often take on additional responsibilities at home like reading and interpreting 
their family’s bills and other mail, answering phone calls, and translating at the doctor's office. 
These tasks allow immigrant adolescents to support their parents’ adjustment to their new host 
country, but can also become burdensome. This dynamic can also lead to parents feeling 
disempowered in their position of guardianship and can also contribute to parents feeling like 
they're losing connection to their kids.

Adolescent immigrants adapt to new cultures and 
languages faster than adults, causing them to take 
on the extra, burdensome responsibilities of 
supporting their parents’ understanding.

(E4)

“The young persons who are part of the two 
cultures are a great bridge between the two. 
They become the translator and the person 
who knows how things work.”

(E1)

“Children gain certain skills, specifically, the 
ability to speak English at faster rates than 
often adults do. Because they're exposed to 
classes, like their minds are more fungible, 
they just dissolving the information. And they 
often, as a result, end up taking on additional 
stressful responsibilities. ”

(E5)

“Youth are often the first ones to get 
socialized into the mainstream culture. Learn 
the language, the norms, and then they act as 
a kind of a bridge between their family.”
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Insights

P3 Experience Map 
A story that supports insights 1 & 8


She had the sense that 
resources and opportunities 
were not equitably shared at 
her school

P3 felt a lot of pressure from 
her parents to not waste their 
sacrifice of immigrating to the 
U.S. to give her more 
opportunities. She felt angst, 
confusion, and anger during 
this time.

“When my parents don’t understand 
the importance of these activities... it’s 
really hard ...‘why don’t you just study.’”



P3 noted that during this time, the 
tension that came with bringing up 
extracurriculars to her parents likely 
dissuaded her from getting more 
involved.

INSIGHT 1

INSIGHT 8

INSIGHT 8

INSIGHT 1

Attends high school in 
King County

Drastically increases

extracurricular

involvement

Enrolls in 
college at Yale

Meets Amy* who 
becomes her mentor 
through Making 
Connections program

* Making Connections UW is a college-readiness program for underserved students and their families in the 
greater Puget Sound area, seeking to increase college enrollment and career interests in STEM fields.

* Amy is a pseudonym 

P3 immigrated to the U.S. in 2001 from Ethiopia with her sister and parents. During her 
adolescent years, she was quiet and nerdy, which she thinks contributes to why teachers 
often passed on knowledge of various extracurricular opportunities to her. P3 also received 
mentorship from an extracurricular facilitator who helped lay a roadmap for college 
preparation and helped bridge the value of resume-building activities to her parents.

Amy provided ample guidance for P3 
regarding prepping for the SATs and 
navigating the college application process.



“My parents were never going to be the 
ones to help me with college applications 
because they're not from this country.”

INSIGHT 8

P3 realized that teachers were helping 
the academically-driven students learn 
about opportunities more often.



She felt like more students beyond just 
the “book-ish” ones deserved this help 
too - perhaps more than her. 

Amy helps P3 bridge her 
parents’ understanding of the 
value and importance of 
extracurricular involvement 
for college preparation and 
beyond.

INSIGHT 8

Teachers reach out to P3 to 
inform her of many opportunities 
that may interest her and help 
further prepare her for college.

INSIGHT 1

Clubs and college prep 
programs continue to be a 
context that P7 uses to 
connect with her friends.

Highlights Pain Points
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Design Principles

Comprehensive and transparent information delivery

Information delivered across our response should be well-informed, comprehensive, and 
carefully crafted to ensure successful comprehension across all stakeholders like adolescents and 
their families. The response should also clearly communicate its intentions and how user 
information is being handled. 




Inclusive to immigrants from differing backgrounds

Design a response that provides personal value to local adolescent immigrants from diverse 
backgrounds, including countries of origin and time spent in U.S. Seeking inclusion increases the 
potential for adoption and helps satisfy our desire to be socially responsible in our work.




Adaptable to ever-evolving demographics

Design a response that has the capability to add value to the lives of adolescent immigrants in the 
face of the continuously evolving immigrant demographics in King County. It is important that our 
body of work is able to serve the current immigrant population, as well as future ones. 



Elevate human connection

Our design response should elevate human relationships and inspire authentic connection. It 
should allow individuals to feel invested in by others amidst the complicated, formative period  
of adolescence. Our research showed that personal investment was a powerful and effective 
means to inspire adolescent involvement and confidence.



Promoting sustained commitment  

After-school activities often serve as an anchor in the lives of adolescent immigrants. Our response 
should embody this quality as well by supporting sustained involvement in the lives of its users.

Design  
Principles 
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Design  
Opportunities

How might we leverage the existing network of eager 
youth to cultivate mentorship grounded in similar 
cultural backgrounds?

Insights 2, 5, 4, 9






How might we support immigrant families’ 
understanding of the U.S. educational system and 
benefits of extracurricular involvement? 
Insights 1, 9




How might we empower adolescent immigrants to 
deliver trustworthy and transparent information 
regarding after-school programs to their parents?

Insights 3, 7
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