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Abstract

Resumen
El objetivo del presente estudio fue el de evaluar la relación entre las competencias sociales,
el desempeño académico y una serie de características familiares en una muestra de 98 adolescentes inmigrantes de la región del Algarve (Portugal). Se utilizó el Self-report Form del Social
Skills Rating System y se recogieron datos sobre
el desempeño escolar y las variables asociadas a
la familia como la situación y cualificación laboral de los padres, el número de años en el país de
acogida y la estructura familiar.
Los resultados mostraron algunas diferencias
de grupo entre los adolescentes inmigrantes
de primera y segunda generación en sus competencias sociales percibidas en términos de
Auto-control y Cooperación, habiéndose hallado
que el grupo de segunda generación reportaba
niveles significativamente más bajos en ambas
sub-escalas. Además, existía en ambos grupos
de adolescentes una correlación positiva y significativa entre los resultados escolares y sus niveles reportados de Asertividad y Auto-control. Los
resultados se discuten en relación a la intervención en las competencias sociales en contexto
escolar.

The aim of the present study was to examine the relation between social skills, academic
achievement and a range of family characteristics in a sample of 98 school adolescent immigrants in the region of Algarve (Portugal).
The Self-report Form of the Social Skills Rating
System was used and data was gathered about
the students’ academic achievement and family
related variables such as: parental employment
and qualifications, number of years in the country and family structure.
The results show some interesting group differences between first- and second-generation
adolescent immigrants in their perceived social
skills in terms of Self-control and Cooperation,
with the second generation group reporting significantly lower levels on these two subscales.
Also, there was for all the adolescents a significant positive correlation between academic results and their reported levels of Assertion and
Self-control. The results are discussed in relation
to school-based social skills intervention.
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The percentage of immigrants living in Por-

and depending on its characteristics this pro-

tugal has increased significantly during the

cess may, or may not, promote a positive de-

last decade, rising from 207.000 immigrants

velopment of their identity, facilitate relation-

from non UE European countries in the year

ships with peers, and encourage a transition

2000 to over 449,000 in 2010 (SEF, 2011). The

to a professional career or to higher education

Algarve, specifically, has the second highest

(Berry, 1980; Fry, 2007; Fuligni & Hardway, 2004;

percentage of immigrants in the country, only

Johnson, 2007). Social acculturation in immi-

preceded by Lisbon (ACIME, 2005). The propor-

grants may therefore increase some vulner-

tion of children of immigrants has been grow-

ability factors (Sam, Vedder, Liebkind, Neto, &

ing exponentially and if immigrants were not

Virta, 2008). These youngsters are, for example,

considered, the birth rate in the country would

at higher risk of facing discrimination (Huynh

be in clear decline (SEF, 2011).

& Fulligni, 2010), victimization (Ortega-Ruiz

Similar increasing immigration rates have

& Rodrigues-Hidalgo, 2008) and of adopting

been observed across Europe (Strohmeir

health related risk behaviours (Brindis, Wolfe,

& Schmitt-Rodermund, 2008), leading to a

Mccarter, Ball, & Starbuck-Morales, 1995).

strong need for more studies about how these

However, studies across different countries

population groups are adapting to their host

and focusing on different immigration groups

countries, in particular the youngest genera-

are not always unanimous about the pos-

tion, who may present specific vulnerability

sible negative impact of immigration. In other

factors in the process of social-cultural adjust-

words, adapting to a new culture and country

ment.

may not lead to behaviour difficulties in ado-

Adolescence is a period of enormous chal-

lescence. Some studies have in fact pointed to

lenges and a very important time in terms of

some positive outcomes amongst first-gener-

emotional development, attachment organi-

ation immigrant youths in terms of social-cul-

zation (Allen, Moore, Kupermic, & Bell, 1998),

tural adjustment (Sam et al., 2008). Differences

differentiation and identity formation (Elmore,

in results highlight the complexity of variables

2009). Immigrant adolescents like their native-

associated with group and individual factors

born peers, face a set of challenges concerning

that moderate the process of adaptation and

social relationships, psychological well-being,

acculturation (Sam et al., 2008).

academic achievement and identity formation,

Nevertheless, immigration is a stressful

in addition to high challenges in terms of ac-

process (Pavlopoulos, Obradavic, Dalla, Takis,

culturation (Strohmeir & Schmitt-Rodermund,

Papathanassiou, & Masten, 2008) associated,

2008). Some of the difficulties faced during

in the case of adolescents, with challenges re-

adolescence can therefore be exacerbated

garding adaptation to the school context, the

amongst immigrant groups.

peer group, the cultural and social environ-

The developmental path of immigrant ado-

ment and often the new language. The school

lescents occurs in a context of acculturation

environment has been the focus of attention at
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this stage of development as it constitutes an

surprising that social competence has, in gen-

important developmental context (Pavlopou-

eral, been positively associated with adapta-

los et al., 2008), impacting on social identity

tion to academic environments and school

and behaviour.

outcomes (Maleck & Elliot, 2002). Social skills

Some studies have focused particularly on

are also closely related to culture (Korem,

school achievement among immigrant adoles-

Horenczyk, & Tatar, 2011), making them of cen-

cents and differences have also appeared across

tral concern when trying to better understand

studies. A recent large scale study of 13-year-

the social competences that facilitate the ad-

old immigrant adolescents in Canada revealed

justment process of immigrant adolescents to

that these groups presented significantly low-

the school context.

er academic results than their non-immigrant

Academic performance is considered an

counterparts (Queen’s University, 2010). Many

important indicator of school success (Elmore,

factors might explain this lower school perfor-

2009). A better understanding of the variables

mance, most likely related to immigrants’ diffi-

associated with school outcomes in the im-

culties in adjusting and responding to the so-

migrant population might contribute to our

cial and psychological challenges faced in the

understanding of the role that social skills play

school environment. In the present study we

in supporting adjustment to the academic

explore some of the variables regarding ado-

context and offer directions for successful in-

lescents’ social skills and school success.

terventions. Schools can play an important

Social skills are fundamental in helping in-

role in providing the conditions that may fa-

dividuals to understand and adjust to differ-

cilitate social and emotional learning during

ent social contexts (Steedly, Schwartz, Levin,

this stage. Programmes developed to promote

& Luke, 2008). They are particularly important

students’ social skills including establishing

during challenging times of adjustment to a

and maintaining positive relationships, set-

new setting. Wong, Lam, Yan and Hung (2004)

ting and achieving positive goals, and con-

found that immigrant students who were able

structively handling interpersonal situations

to use social skills more effectively during

can have very positive outcomes both in terms

stressful times of resettlement had better

of development as well as academic achieve-

mental health outcomes. According to these

ment (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor &

authors social skills have a moderating effect

Schellinger, 2011). Social skills have also been

on stress factors and are fundamental to this

associated with later achievement in life (Lle-

more vulnerable population.

ras, 2008), supporting individuals in the transi-

Adolescents with good social skills are bet-

tion to adult roles (Elmore, 2009)

ter adjusted than their peers with poor social

The present investigation is mostly an ex-

skills, and are less likely to be at risk in terms

ploratory correlational study, which main aim

of their social, emotional and academic out-

is to understand the possible relationships be-

comes (Brown & Larson, 2009). It is also not

tween immigrant adolescents’ school achieveAnálisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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ment and adjustment and their perceptions

and 41.8% (n=41) were in work-oriented pro-

about their social skills, and a range of family

grammes. Only one of the participants (1%)

and immigration related variables.

had special educational needs (SEN). Regarding the years of school failure, 41.8% of the

Methodology

participants (n=41) had no reports of school

Sample

failure, 27.6% (n=27) had failed one year, 18.4%

A total of 98 adolescents took part in the

(n=18) had failed 2 years, and the remainder

study, ranging in age from 12 to 18 years old,

percentage of participants (12.2%; n=12) had

with 52 girls and 46 boys in the sample. For the

between 3 to 5 years of school failure.

purposes of the present study adolescents are
defined according to American Psychological

Instruments

Association (2000, p.5) as youth ages 10 to 18.

Data collection involved the completion of

A total of three public schools in the region of

a socio-demographic questionnaire adminis-

Algarve, Portugal participated in the study.

tered to the adolescents in the school context

Table1 presents the number of students
per level/year of education and number of students with special educational needs/ learning
difficulties.

together with the Student Form from the Social
Skills Rating System (Gresham & Elliot, 1990).
The

socio-demographic

questionnaire

covered a range of issues concerning: par-

From the total sample studied, sixty-six ad-

ticipants’ age and gender, mother and father’s

olescents were first-generation and thirty two

age, parents’ work status, labour qualification,

were second-generation immigrants. Their

and educational level. Adolescents’ immigrant

country of origin was respectively, Africa (n=

status, country of origin, parents’ marital sta-

40), Brazil (n=28), Eastern European countries

tus, family structure, and number of children

(n=12) and other countries (n=18), which re-

living at home was also included. Information

flects the present general immigration pat-

regarding school and course attended by the

terns in Portugal (see ACIME, 2005). The num-

students was also collected, including educa-

ber of children living in the household ranged

tional level, school retention, school absences

from a maximum of 5 to a minimum of 1

and average grades.

(M=1.87; SD=0.86). Furthermore, 58.2% (n=57)

In the present study academic competence

of the participants attended regular teaching

was assessed through two different but re-

Table 1
Distribution of students per school year/level and number of students with special aducational needs/learning
difficulties

School year

N

Year 6 to 8

30

Year 9 to 11

68

Students with SEN/ learning Difficulties
Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158

8

GUIMARÃES, LEMOS Y NUNES

31

Table 2
Number of years living in the country for the adolescents and their parents

Mean

SD

Minimum

Maximum

6.4
15
13.4

3.4
10.5
10.4

1
3
1

14
46
40

Adolescents
Fathers
Mothers

lated measures: average grades (calculated

the children. Participation was voluntary and

based on the grades of the main subjects) and

no compensation was offered. The data col-

retention rates. In Portugal school grades are

lection took place in the schools during lesson

on a 5 point-scale for years 6 to 9 and on a 20

time.

point-scale from year 10 to 12.

The procedure to fill in the questionnaires

The Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) was

was explained to the students by one of the

originally developed by Gresham & Elliot

researchers who remained in the classroom in

(1990) and provides a comprehensive picture

order to answer any questions throughout the

of social behaviors, in reference to typically-

data collection.

developing students. The Student Form of the
Results

SSRS is a self-report rating scale of social skills
and includes the following subscales: Cooperation, Assertion, Self-control and Empathy.

Several aspects of the results need to be
highlighted here. Starting by looking at immigration status and years of living in the coun-

Procedure

try, the data presented in table 2, shows that,

School boards were contacted and agreed

both students and their parents were very dif-

to participate. Parental informed consent was

ferent in terms of the number of years living in

acquired through a letter sent home through

Portugal, which reflects the fact that the sam-

Table 3
Parents’ academic qualifications and present labour qualifications

Educational level

Father

Mother

N

%

N

%

Primary level not completed

8

8.2

7

7.1

Primary school level completed

45

45.9

44

44.9

Completed studies at middle or secondary school

20

20.4

31

31.6

University degree

3

3.1

4

4.1

Untrained

49

50

47

48

Semi-skilled

19

19.4

22

22.4

Skilled

3

3.1

2

2

Labour qualification (present job)

Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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ple included both first- and second-generation

The results showed only group differences

immigrants and immigrants from different

concerning their reported social skills in terms

countries.

of Self-control and Cooperation, with the sec-

Regarding their parents’ educational level

ond generation group reporting lower average

almost half of the sample’s parents had at least

levels on these two subscales. For Self-control

primary school education and untrained quali-

there was a mean difference of 1.46, t-test 2.73

fications (table 3).

(p < .01) and for Cooperation we found a mean

Table 4 presents the number of students in re-

difference of 1.82, t-test 2.6 (p < .05).

lation to their family structure and parents’ mari-

No other significant group differences were

tal situation. The data shows that over a quarter

noted for other variables. It was interesting to

of adolescents lived with only one parent.

observe that no significant relation was found

We also explored possible group differences

between family-related variables (family struc-

regarding first- and second-generation in rela-

ture and parents marital status) and the stu-

tion to social skills, academic related variables,

dents’ academic performance and social skills.

including average results, school retention and

No significant difference was observed

school absence.

between these two groups in relation to

Tabla 4
Number of students per type of family in relation to marital status and family structure

Marital status

N

%

Married or living together

52

53.1

Divorced unattached

21

21.4

Divorced re-married

18

18.4

Unmarried

2

2

Widow/ widow re-married

2

2

Single-parent

26

26.5

Two-parent

69

70.4

other

3

3.1

Family Structure

Table 5
Correlation coefficients amongst school related variables

School Retention
School Retention

----

Average Grades

Average Grades
-.172

.202*

----

.03

School Attendance
M (SD)

School Absence

--1.1 (1.2)

* p < .05, ** p < .01
Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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Table 6
Correlation coefficients amongst social skills and school related variables

Assertion

Empathy

Cooperation

Self-control

School Retention

-0.066

-.263*

-.016

-.128

Average Grades

.216*

.119

.155

.373**

School Absence

-.11

-.248*

-.094

-.051

M (SD)

11.5 (2.7)

15.1 (3.3)

13.6 (2.4)

12.1 (3.2)

* p < .05, ** p < .01
their academic results, levels of absence or

.01), and positively associated with mothers’

school retention.

Educational Level (.249, p< .05).

Correlations were calculated amongst the

Still in relation to the sub-scale Empathy,

main variables studied in order to explore pos-

some significant gender differences were ob-

sible relationships amongst them, looking par-

served, with girls obtaining higher average

ticularly at variables associated with academic

scores. This pattern of significant gender dif-

performance. Table 5 and 6 show the coeffi-

ferences was also observed for Cooperation,

cient scores amongst social skills and academ-

again with girls showing an advantage. Results

ic results, school absence and retention.

are shown in table 7.

For all adolescents there was a significant

Other group differences were explored re-

positive correlation between academic results

flecting the main focus of the study, namely

and their reported levels of Assertion and Self-

based on immigration status. Groups of first-

control. It was also shown that school reten-

and second-generation adolescents varied

tion was negatively associated with levels of

significantly in relation to the fathers’ educa-

Empathy. Interestingly, reported levels of Em-

tional level and fathers’ and mothers’ work sit-

pathy was also positively related to the num-

uation. T-test results are presented in table 8

ber of years living in the country, with a cor-

and show that the parents from second gen-

relation coefficient of .302 (p<.05), negatively

eration immigrants had, on average, lower

associated with students’ total level of school

levels of qualifications and employment rates.

absence without parents’ permission (-.275, p=
Table 7
t-tests for gender differences on two dimensions of social skills: empathy and cooperation

Empathy

Cooperation

Mean (SD)

t

df

Girls

15.8 (3.1)

2.3

87

Sig. level
p<.05

Boys

14.3 (3.4)

Girls

14.1 (2.1)

2.0

85

p<.05

Boys

13.1 (2.7)
Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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Discussion

demic results. These skills have been found to

The present study showed some interesting

be positively associated with academic perfor-

results regarding first- and second-generation

mance by previous studies on other non-immi-

group differences in terms of perceived social

grant populations (Mansfield, Pinto, Parente, &

skills, with the second-generation adolescents

Wortman, 2009; Rice, 2006).

reporting lower levels of Self-control and Cooperation.

Our results seem to support previous evidence highlighting the importance of self-con-

It is interesting to observe some apparently

trol in the academic outcomes of adolescents.

advantages for the way first-generation immi-

For instance, Duckworth, Quinn and Goldman

grant adolescents perceived their social skills.

(2011) found a strong link between self-con-

Thus, in accordance to other studies, results

trol and academic performance. Their study

indicate some advantages for this first-gen-

with children in early adolescence established

eration youth in terms of their socio-cultural

that self-control had an effect on the students’

adaptation, school adjustment and behaviour

grades over time, through the mediation that it

problems (Sam et al., 2008).

has on their behaviour. Furthermore, self-con-

Intervention

programmes

in

schools

trol predicted longitudinal changes in grades

should, then, be more sensitive to the adapta-

better than did IQ (Duckworth et al., 2011). As

tion process of second-generation students.

these authors suggest, the importance of self-

Therefore, despite the fact that they were born

control on academic results comes from the

and raised in the host country, as Strohmeir

fact that this is a competence crucial to both

and Schmitt-Rodermund (2008) argued, they

learning related behaviour in the classroom

may show different patterns of social-cultural

and completing homework.

adaptation from first-generation immigrants.

Likewise, the significant positive correla-

A second interesting result relates to the

tions found between assertiveness and aca-

positive associations between social skills,

demic results for the immigrant adolescents

such as Assertion and Self-control, and aca-

in the present investigation suggest that the

Table 8
Significant differences in terms of 1st and 2nd-generation immigrants in relation to parents’ educational level and
labour situation

Fathers’ educational level

Mean (SD)

t-test

df

1 Generation

2.35 (.71)

2.2

54

<.05

2 Generation

2.0 (.59)
2.3

80

<.05

2.1

92

<.05

st

nd

Fathers’ working situation
Mother’s working situation

1st Generation

.96 (.19)

2nd Generation

.81 (.40)

1 Generation

.81 (.39)

2 Generation

.60 (.50)

st

nd
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former is a significant variable for adolescents’

motes better academic results for immigrant

social development. Levels of assertiveness

students (Chang & Le, 2010).

might be particularly important for immigrant

On the one hand, the process of accultura-

adolescents to help them cope with cultur-

tion leads to changes in the individual’s sense

al-transitions and challenges faced in the new

of identity. On the other hand, adolescence

social and cultural environment (Korem et al.,

brings changes in the individual and the rel-

2011). Korem and collaborators (2011, pp.2)

evance of peers in that process. Promoting so-

explain that assertiveness might be crucial

cial skills, may therefore support psychological

to help adolescents to effectively “negotiate

and academic adjustment.

their needs openly and directly through this

So far, we have focused the present discus-

challenging period”. Immigrant adolescents

sion on those social skills that have shown sig-

who develop high levels of assertiveness and

nificant positive associations with the sample’s

self-control are probably less likely to adopt im-

academic results. However, it also seems rele-

pulsive behaviours, tend to claim their rights in

vant to, even if briefly, address here the impor-

an appropriate manner (Wong et al., 2004) and

tance of empathy as this variable has shown in

find it easier to adjust to the challenges faced

our study some association with the number

in school environments.

of years living in the country and with school

It seems important to better understand

absence. Although in this investigation no di-

those pro-social skills that seem to have the

rect links were found between this important

greatest impact in the process of adaptation

variable and school results, other studies have

to the challenges that may be more directly

clearly underlined this link. For instance, em-

linked to school performance. This knowledge

pathy has been characterized as a key constit-

will help to design and to implement interven-

uent to emotional and social behaviour and

tion programmes specifically targeted to this

to contribute significantly to an adolescent’s

population. Enhancing social skills amongst

effectiveness in social and learning situations

the immigrant school population may help

(Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). Also, empathy

them to be better prepared to face some of the

has been shown to be an important factor in

stress factors of settling in a new school envi-

the development of positive social behaviours

ronment in the new country. There has been

and studies, such as the present one, have

evidence from intervention programmes that

found girls to report higher levels of empathy

social skills can be promoted even with short-

than boys (e.g., Garaigordobil, 2009). The same

term training approaches (e.g., Evans & Stefa-

gender pattern was found in the present study

nam, 2009).

for Cooperation.

Promoting social skills such as empathy

Finally, several limitations of the present

and cooperation in their non-immigrant peers

study need to be highlighted. Being only ex-

may also contribute to an environment that

ploratory in its nature, the present results

supports multiculturalism and indirectly pro-

ought to be analysed with some care as future
Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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research is needed to verify in greater detail

process of developing their own identity while

the associations observed between some of

faced with the constant need to successfully

the variables studied, and also compare these

shift between the norms and values of their

with data from non-immigrant adolescents.

host culture and their own family context. So-

The methodology used in the present study

cial skills are therefore crucial in supporting

is mainly correlational which makes it impos-

immigrant adolescents to adapt to different

sible to defer any causal relationships amongst

social environments and to the school context.

the variables analysed here. Outcomes from

Many schools are presently becoming more

studies on immigrant groups are always part

culturally diverse and this raises an important

of a complex set of variables including specific

opportunity for researchers to develop rele-

cultural, individual and developmental factors

vant studies about the immigrant school pop-

that interact in a complex way. Furthermore,

ulation and offer directions for intervention.

the instruments used in this research involve

Schools that specifically promote social skills

self-report measures, which although funda-

may, at least in part, be supporting more vul-

mental in studying variables such as social

nerable students in a developmental period

skills, also carry with it the bias of social desir-

that places extra demands on their ability to

ability (Garaigordobil, 2009).

form significant relationships with their peer
groups. As discussed throughout the present

Conclusion

study, the development of poor social skills

As children move into adolescence new

places young people at higher risk of poor ad-

challenges emerge, such as, changes in the in-

aptation to the demands placed on them by

dividual’s sense of identity, the role of signifi-

the school environment. Evidence from the

cant adults and the relevance of peers. Adoles-

present data supports the link between so-

cents who fail to develop effective social skills

cial skills, such as assertion and self-control,

may face difficulties in responding to these

and immigrant students’ academic results. It

new challenges, resulting in poor outcomes,

also highlights the importance of taking into

including lower levels of school achievement.

consideration differences amongst immigrant

Successful learning in school requires stu-

groups such as first- and second-generation,

dents to interact and cooperate with peers

reminding us of the complex and intricate play

and adults at different levels, it also involves

that different variables exert on learning and

the ability to regulate their behavior, to direct

behavior.

and control attention, delay rewards, express
needs and many other abilities that depend
on the development of a range of social skills.
Cross-cultural transitions place even greater
demands on social competence and the ability to adjust. Adolescent immigrants are in the
Análisis y Modificación de Conducta, 2012, vol. 38, nº 157-158
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