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Abstract

Immigrant children are exposed to high levels of psychological distress, leading to an increased risk of mental and physi-
cal health problems. In the present study we investigated the impact of first and second generation immigrant children’s
proficiency in the host country language on their psychological well-being one year later. The effects of gender, family SES,
and classmates’ characteristics were also examined. A structural equation model was tested on 2334 immigrant children in
a representative sample of 561 Italian primary schools taking measurement errors into account. Children’s language profi-
ciency significantly predicted their psychological well-being one year later, both in first and second immigrant generations
(B=.23; p<.001). None of the other variables had a significant impact. Improving the language skills of immigrant children
could promote their mental health, regardless of their backgrounds and whether they were born in the host country or not.
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Introduction

In immigrant populations poor psychological well-being
during childhood is related to lower socioeconomic status
in adulthood, which in turn increases the probability of
poor health outcomes in the next generation [1]. By pro-
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moting the psychological well-being of immigrant children,
health professionals can therefore contribute to breaking
this vicious cycle. Apart from the pleasant subjective feel-
ing it involves, psychological well-being has also several
positive implications for health that are well documented in
the literature [2]. It is associated with reduction in inflam-
matory responses to stress and lower levels of cortisol [3],
increased immune functions [4], resistance to rhinoviruses
[5], a reduced likelihood of suffering a stroke [6], a greater
resilience in situations of adversity [7] and a reduced risk
of suicidal behaviours [8]. Due to numerous physical and
social stressors related to acculturation (i.e. the process in
which individuals adjust to a new cultural environment)
often entails, immigrant children are exposed to higher lev-
els of psychological distress, leading to an increased risk of
mental and physical health problems (see [9] and [10] for
a review). The context of school and especially the group
of classmates is particularly relevant for immigrant pupils,
as they have been shown to be more socially isolated than
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native pupils, with a higher likelihood of being psychologi-
cally and physically bullied [11-13]. Identifying and under-
standing the possible risk factors and protective strategies
associated with the psychological well-being of immigrant
children at school is therefore important, from a clinical and
public health perspective, for developing appropriate inter-
vention programmes and strategies.

The present study was based on the theoretical framework
of the Assimilation Theory, according to which a process of
decreasing differences between immigrant and native groups
is expected to have positive effects on well-being [14, 15]. In
this regard, gaining proficiency in the language of the host
country is one of the core components of this process and it
is often seen by researchers as affecting immigrants’ health
[16-18], as it can have a positive impact on their ability
to communicate with others, obtain social support and be
integrated into society. However, in the context of immigrant
children, this impact has only been assessed on small sam-
ples and usually on the basis of cross-sectional studies using
self-report measures (i.e., children’s subjective perceptions
regarding their own proficiency in the language).

Moreover, no study has as yet taken into consideration the
possible confounding effects of family, peer and individual
characteristics [19]. Many immigrant children belong to
families with a lower SES than families of the native popu-
lation [9, 20], and they often attend schools that are subject
to multiple risk factors such as a low average SES level and
a high immigrant density [17]. Family socioeconomic status,
is well known to influence children’s language skills [19]
as well as their psychological well-being [21-24]. In the
same way, the composition (i.e. group socioeconomic level,
immigrant density and gender ratio) and size of classes at
school have been identified as factors affecting psychologi-
cal well-being (e.g. [24-27].), as well as being correlated to
language skills [28]. Individual characteristic such as gender
also can play a similar confounding role (e.g. [19]).

Thus, in the present prospective study, we investigated the
influence of immigrant children’s proficiency in the language
of the host country (Italian) on their psychological well-
being one year later, controlling for the effect of the above
mentioned family, peer and individual characteristics. Chil-
dren’s level of proficiency in the host country language was
measured by means of their official teachers’ grades at the
end of the school year. The large number of immigrant chil-
dren (N=2334) in the random sample of primary schools
involved in the study allowed us to investigate the impact
of family SES, which is rarely investigated in small scale
studies due to its limited variability within this population.
We also examined possible differences in the influence of
language proficiency on psychological well-being in chil-
dren of different immigrant generations. Second generation
immigrants are generally supposed to be more socially inte-
grated than those of the first generation since they were born
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in the host country [29, 30]. It could be therefore expected
that language proficiency would have a less marked influ-
ence on their psychological well-being.

To sum up, the present study intends to contribute to
existing literature by examining the importance of the fol-
lowing factors in predicting the psychological well-being of
immigrant children:

a) Proficiency in the host country language;

b) Individual, family and peer characteristics which
have never been analyzed simultaneously in previous
researches.

Research Context

The study was conducted in Italy, a country where the num-
ber of immigrants had a steady increase over the past fifteen
years: first and second generation immigrant children rep-
resent now about 9.4% of the total number of students in all
school grades and about 10.8% of those in primary school
[31]. The issue of the mental health of immigrant children
is a particular concern because the very few studies con-
ducted hitherto indicate that they have significantly more
problems in adaptive functioning and academic performance
and lower perceived levels of social support than their Italian
peers [32-36].

Method
Study Population

The data used in the present study came from 2334 immi-
grant fifth-grade students who attended a representative ran-
dom sample of 561 Italian primary schools (895 classes),
which participated to a national research on learning. The
research was conducted according to a national ethical
guideline [37] and was reviewed and approved by The Ital-
ian National Institute for the Evaluation of the Education
System (INVALSI). To ensure the respect of ethical issues,
each school dealt with parental permission and informed
consent, according to a national assessment protocol [37].
The data that corroborates the findings of the present study
are available at: https://invalsi-serviziostatistico.cineca.it/.

Measures

Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being was measured by means of the
Positive Affect subscale of the Feelings At School Scale

[21, 38]. Several studies have shown that domain-specific
measures of well-being are better indicators of psychological


https://invalsi-serviziostatistico.cineca.it/

Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health

health than general scales (e.g. [39, 40].). The Positive
Affect subscale was composed of six items and children
were asked to indicate how often they have experienced
the feelings specified in each item (e.g., happy, calm) over
the past few months at school using a 4-point scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 4 (very often). In the present study, the fit
of the psychological well-being measurement model with a
single latent factor was good (CFI=0.99; RMSEA =0.03;
SRMR =0.01), as well as the internal consistency of the
scale (Cronbach’s alpha: 0.75). The factor loadings of the
measurement model indicators were all statistically signifi-
cant (p<0.001) and ranged from 0.47 to 0.60.

Classroom Size

Classroom size was determined as the total number of stu-
dents attending classes in the school year during which
the research was conducted, according to school’s official
records. The total number of students also included those
who, for whatever reason, did not participate in the present
study.

Socioeconomic Status

Socioeconomic status (SES) was defined in accordance
with the OCSE PISA international survey [17]. Students’
SES was computed on the basis of four indicators related to
their family background: educational level of parents, occu-
pational level of parents (e.g., small business owner, office
employee), home possessions (e.g. personal computer),
and home literacy resources (the number of books in their
homes). The final SES scores derived from the four indica-
tors by means of a Principal Component Analysis (PCA)
had a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 in the general
population of students.

Gender and Immigrant Background

Gender was coded as 0/1, with 1 indicating males and 0 indi-
cating females. Students’ immigrant background was deter-
mined in accordance with the definitions of the Organization
for Economic Co-Operation and Development [17]. Students
foreign-born and with foreign-born parents were defined as
first-generation immigrants while students born in Italy with
parents who were born in another country were considered
second-generation immigrants.

Proficiency in the National Language (Italian)

Proficiency in the national language was measured on the
basis of the immigrant pupils’ official grades in the Ital-
ian language, attributed by teachers at the end of the previ-
ous academic year (grade 4). The mark was expressed as

a whole number ranging from 5 to 10 measuring several
aspects of language proficiency, i.e. listening, oral produc-
tion and interaction, reading and comprehension, writing,
vocabulary, and grammar. Official grades have proved to be
correlated with the results achieved in the Italian national
standardized tests [41-43].

Statistical Analyses

All the analyses were conducted by using the software Mplus
(Version 8) [44]. The “Type =complex” approach was used
to take into consideration the hierarchical structure of the
data (students nested in classrooms) and to compute correct
estimates and test statistics. The intraclass correlation (ICC)
was 0.215 for SES, 0.156 for language proficiency, and
ranged from 0.013 to 0.046 for the items of psychological
well-being. A structural equation model (Fig. 1) was tested
using the Robust Maximum Likelihood estimator. A multi-
group analysis and the Satorra-Bentler Chi-square difference
test [45] were performed in order to determine whether the
effect of proficiency in the national language on psycho-
logical well-being differed for first and second-generation
students. The small amount of missing data (less than 5% of
the cases) was handled using the Full Information Maximum
Likelihood method as implemented in Mplus [44].

Results

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics for the group and indi-
vidual variables considered in this study. Table 2 presents
the correlations between the variables under investigation.

The tested model explained the 6% of the variance in
psychological well-being (p < 0.000) (Fig. 1). Immigrant
pupils who were more proficient in Italian language reported
higher levels of psychological well-being (p <0.001). None
of the individual and group control variables included in the
analysis proved to have a significant influence on immigrant
children’s psychological well-being (Table 3).!

Multigroup analysis showed that the effects of the profi-
ciency in Italian language on psychological well-being were
the same for immigrant children of both first and second
generation (S-sz(l) =1.74; p=0.19).

! Following a Reviewer’s suggestion, we have also tested a model
without the control variables. In this model the standardized path
coefficient of language proficiency on psychological well-being was
.190 (p <.001) and R? was .036 (p <.001).
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Fig. 1 Results of the structural
equation modelling analysis,
which examined the effect of
immigrant students’ proficiency
in the host country language on
their psychological well-being
at school, while controlling for
individual and group charac-
teristics. The fit indices for the
tested model were CFI=.97;
RMSEA =.03; SRMR =.02.
Parameters estimates are stand-
ardized. Dashed lines represent
not significant relationships.
*#%p <.001

Table 1 Group and individual
variables: descriptive statistics

Discussion

In the present study we investigated the influence of profi-

Proficiency in the host
country language

Gender; male

SES

Classroom size

Classroom gender
composition

Classroom SES -

Classroom immigrant [~
density

Psychological
Well-being

Mean (SD) or Median Min Max
proportion
Individual characteristics
Psychological well-being® —.06 (.88) -.04 -2.97 1.51
SES® —-.40(91) —.46 —2.69 2.50
Immigrant background, second generation .65 1 0 1
Gender, male Sl 1 0 1
Proficiency in the host country language® 7.85 (1.15) 8 5 10
Group characteristics
Classroom size® 20.82 (3.88) 21 3 28
Classroom gender composition, males 52 (.11 52 13 1
Classroom socioeconomic level —.02 (.52) —-.01 —-1.82 1.93
Classroom immigrant density 29 (.24) 23 .04 1

“Descriptive statistics for psychological well-being are computed on students’ factor scores (in the general

population of students the mean is O and the standard deviation is .87)

PSES is a standardized variable with a mean 0 and standard deviation 1 in the general population of stu-

dents at grade 5

“Proficiency in the host country language is a variable ranging from 5 to 10, measured at the end of the pre-
vious academic year (grade 4). In the general population of students, proficiency in the national language

has mean 8.33 and standard deviation 1.13

dClassroom size is referred to the total number of students attending the class, including those ones who,
for whatever reason, did not participate to the present study

year previously), as well as of family, peer and individual
characteristics, on immigrant children’s psychological

ciency in the language of the host country (measured one
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Table 2 Correlations between the variables of the study

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Psychological well-being -

2. Proficiency in the host country language .190%*

3. Gender, male —.023 —.122%* -

4. SES .054%*  235%* —.002 -

5. Classroom size —.018 014 .009 —.002 -

6. Classroom gender composition, males .012 —-.01 220%%* .022 .011 -

7. Classroom SES —.005 079%* —.006 421%% .011 .012 -

8. Classroom immigrant density .006 .051%* .023 —.005 133%* 127%* —.230%* -

*p<.05; #¥p < .01

Table 3 Standardized parameter estimates, standard errors and p-val-
ues for the tested model

Path coefficents Stand- S.E. p-values
ardized
estimates
Proficiency in the host country lan- 231 .026 .000
guage
Gender, male .001 026 .972
SES .026 .029 .366
Classroom size -.014 .025 .568
Classroom gender composition, males .010 .027 719
Classroom SES —.041 .029 .155
Classroom immigrant density —-.014 .026 .602

A structural equation model was tested on 2334 pupils in
a representative sample of 561 Italian primary schools, while
taking measurement errors into account.

Among the various characteristics taken into considera-
tion, the SES of the family is widely considered to play a
particularly important role in influencing immigrant chil-
dren’s mental health [21-24]. Nevertheless its impact has
rarely been investigated due to its limited variability in the
small scale studies that have been conducted on immigrant
children. The results of the present large scale study show
that, within this population, the impact of family SES on
psychological well-being might be less important than was
previously supposed in the literature. This is also true for
all the other individual and peer characteristics that were
considered: gender, and classroom SES, gender composi-
tion, immigrant density and size.

The main finding of our study is that proficiency in the
host country language significantly predicts the psychologi-
cal well-being of immigrant children one year later. This
result is consistent with the Assimilation Theory, according
to which a process of increasing similarities between hosting
and immigrant population, such as being able to speak the
same language, is expected to have positive effects on health
[14]. We have contributed to research knowledge also by

showing that the correlation between language proficiency
and mental health remains valid even when controlling for
the effects of individual, family and group characteristics.

The question of whether the effect of language proficiency
on mental health is attenuated over time across immigrant
generations is still unclear in the literature. According to a
classical assimilation perspective one would expect second
generation immigrants to be better socially integrated than
those of the first generation since they were born in the host
country, and language proficiency should therefore have less
impact on their psychological well-being [29, 30]. Instead
our data showed that the effect of language proficiency on
mental health is the same in both first and second genera-
tion immigrants suggesting that importance of factors related
to the process of assimilation (in our case, language, and
generation) can vary greatly [15]. Having proficiency in the
national language of the host country therefore appears to
be strictly related to lower levels of psychological distress in
immigrant children regardless of whether or not they were
born in the country.

Some limitations of the present study should be men-
tioned. Although we took various variables into consid-
eration, including group and family characteristics, and
although the tested relationships between the variables ana-
lysed have a theoretical basis supported by previous studies,
further studies will be needed in order to determine causal
relationships. In this regard, a limitation is also related to
the problem of omitted variables, such as the country of
origin of the immigrant children, that could confound the
relationship between language proficiency and psychologi-
cal well-being. In addition, all the participating children had
been judged by their teachers to have a level of language pro-
ficiency that enabled them to understand the questionnaire.
Further studies are needed in order to extend our findings
to immigrant children who have even a lower level of profi-
ciency in the host country language. The study was limited
to Italian data and to measures related to the school con-
text, and further research in various different contexts will
therefore be needed in order to further extend our findings.
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Finally, our measure of psychological well-being was limited
to positive affect. Although positive affect has been shown
to be a strong predictor of general mental health [2, 46, 47]
as well as of physical health [48, 49], future studies using
more comprehensive measures of psychological well-being
are needed in order to replicate our findings.

In spite of these limitations, we believe that the present
study represents a significant contribution towards under-
standing the factors that can promote mental health in immi-
grant children. Language proficiency can influence the abil-
ity of immigrant children to integrate themselves into their
social environment, have access to healthcare and commu-
nicate with those who can provide them with assistance and
support. Our results clearly indicate that this factor has a
more important role in predicting mental health than vari-
ables regarding individual, family and group characteristics,
and that this applies to immigrant pupils who are new to the
country as well as for those of the second generation. Our
findings therefore suggest the need for interventions aimed
at improving the proficiency of all immigrant children in the
national language, in order to promote their mental health.
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