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Foreword

The subject of minority children’s learning has long been the concern of civic
leaders, parents, scholars, and educators. The federal legislation, ‘No Child Left
Behind’ emphasizes the concern even more. It specifically requires assessing
the academic achievement of minority students, particularly in economically
disadvantaged areas, and holding schools accountable for their progress. Schools
that fail to attain “Adequate Yearly Progress” face the real possibility of being
forced to close if they continually fail to perform. Unlike the past, these
are increasingly “high stakes” consequences for educators, parents, students
and the schools that serve them. This book is timely and relevant because it
addresses these issues, and recommends solutions for Latino, Black, and Asian
students. This book also has implications for the problems the nation faces
in helping all students to learn well, particularly those that lag in academic
achievement.

In considering the broad problems and in recommending solutions, the book
provides breadth, concision, and unique organization. As the introductory chapter
makes clear, the book simultaneously considers not only the three most visible
minority groups in the U.S., but draws upon the perspectives of anthropology,
education, ethnic studies, psychology, and sociology. From these several perspec-
tives, this book is organized within three broad sections: 1) culturally diverse
families and schooling; 2) issues of immigration and schooling experiences; and
3) socio-cultural perspectives on teaching, learning, and development. Within
each section, the authors marshal research literature regarding each ethnic
minority group. The book not only summarizes and evaluates voluminous schol-
arship but sets forth policy and practice recommendations in each chapter for
scholars, legislators, and practitioners.

As a participant in the national conference in Washington, DC, I saw that
the contributing scholars were truly interdisciplinary in spirit. Not only did they
draw from their deep scholarship in their special fields but they also reached
out to sister disciplines both in their writing and in the discussions. During

v



vi Foreword

the conference, the scholars, practitioners, and policymakers collaborated in
developing recommendations and next steps. The ideas and recommendations
in this book will certainly contribute to the national debate concerning how we
face the challenge to help all our children learn well.

edmund w. gordon

Senior Scholar in Residence
The College Board

John M. Musser Professor of Psychology, Emeritus
Yale University

Richard March Hoe Professor of Education and Psychology, Emeritus
Teacher’s College, Columbia University



Series Preface

Narrowing the Achievement Gap: Strategies for Educating Latino, Black, and
Asian Students is a volume in The University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) Series
on Issues in Children’s and Families’ Lives. The UIC series began in response
to the “Great Cities” initiative taken by our former chancellor and president
of the University of Illinois system, James Stukel. At its inception, Lascelles
Anderson helped establish a working group of UIC faculty to design and offer
advice on this series. Currently, the series is sponsored by Sylvia Manning, the
current UIC chancellor, as well as other senior administrators, trustees, and civic
leaders in Chicago. The purpose of this series is to marshal scholarly resources
to facilitate understanding and solutions to problems within American cities by
including ideas with far-reaching implications.

Books in this series provide an interdisciplinary and “interprofessional”
approach to problems facing children and the adults who care for them. The
intended readers for the series includes policymakers, practitioners, scholars,
students, and lay citizens who seek a greater understanding of ideas for social and
educational reform. Given the wide spectrum of intended audiences, the volumes
in the series are unlike many other academic volumes. Rather than empha-
sizing norms within a particular discipline, the series draws upon knowledge and
guidance from nearly all the social, educational, and health sciences. These fields
include psychology, sociology, education, economics, social work, criminal
justice, law, public policy, and the allied health fields. The common thread within
each book concerns programs and policies for use in solving particular social
and individual problems.

Reflecting this broad approach, the first volume in the UIC Series set the stage
for later more specialized volumes. Titled Children and Youth: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives, it reviews diverse ways in which families, schools, and the health
care system influence and enhance the social, emotional, cognitive, and physical
development of young people (Walberg, Reyes, & Weissberg, 1997). The second
volume, Promoting Positive Outcomes, focuses on solutions to the problems
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viii Series Preface

facing children and youth. It features education and child development programs,
policies, and practices (Reynolds, Walberg & Weissberg, 1999). Long Term
Trends in the Well-being of Children and Youth shows scholars and practitioners
how successive cohorts of children and youth have been changing over long
time periods with respect to a variety of specialized fields such as education and
health (Weissberg, Walberg, O’Brien, & Kuster, 2003).

Early Childhood Programs for a New Century highlights trends in preschool
education and care, evidence-based programs and practices, and policies that will
enhance the quality of wide-scale programming for children (Reynolds, Walberg,
& Wang, 2003). Preventing Youth Problems discusses policies and practices that
prevent smoking, alcohol and drug abuse, sexual risk behaviors, and antisocial
behavior (Biglan, Wang, & Walberg, 2003). The title of Changing Welfare is
intended to reflect both how welfare policy and practice has been changing in
recent years and how it should be changed (Gordon & Walberg, 2003). Nurturing
Morality (Thorkildsen & Walberg, 2004) addresses personal and environmental
supports as well as impediments to moral functioning in a wide variety of societal
institutions. This current volume, Narrowing the Achievement Gap: Strategies for
Educating Latino, Black, and Asian Students provides insight on issues regarding
culturally diverse families and schooling experiences for the three most visible
minority groups in the United States.

We greatly appreciate the many people who helped make both this volume
and the UIC Series on Children and Youth a reality. We thank the distinguished
members of our UIC Advisory Board and our National Advisory Board. They
provided helpful comments and recommendations on the proposed structure and
topic for these volumes.

The initial drafts of these chapters were reviewed by participants in a
conference sponsored by the Laboratory for Student Success (LSS), through a
contract with The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) of the U. S. Department
of Education. We are grateful to LSS for their support and help in organizing the
conference and disseminating the ideas in this book to interested constituencies.
We are also grateful for the thoughtful conversations sustained by everyone who
participated in the event.

Finally, we thank Susan J. Paik for her intellectual leadership in organizing
this volume and recruiting a highly talented group of scholars to share their
ample wisdom, for which we are also grateful. We also are very appreciative of
the professionals at Springer in producing this volume effectively and efficiently.

herbert j. walberg

roger p. weissberg

thomas p. gullotta

Series Editors



Contents

Foreword . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

Series Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vii

1. Introduction and Overview
Susan J. Paik and Herbert J. Walberg . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Part 1 Culturally Diverse Families and Schooling

2. Fostering Latino Parent Involvement in the Schools:
Practices and Partnerships
Concha Delgado-Gaitan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

3. Parenting, Social-Emotional Development, and School
Achievement of African American Youngsters
Ronald D. Taylor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

4. Asian Pacific American Cultural Capital: Understanding
Diverse Parents and Students
Valerie Ooka Pang . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

Part 2 Histories, Issues of Immigration, and Schooling Experiences

5. The Mobility/Social Capital Dynamic: Understanding
Mexican American Families and Students
Robert K. Ream and Ricardo D. Stanton-Salazar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

6. Educational Attainment of Immigrant and Non-Immigrant
Young Blacks
Xue Lan Rong and Frank Brown . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91

7. Divergent Origins and Destinies: Children of Asian Immigrants
Min Zhou . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

ix



x Contents

Part 3 Socio-cultural Issues on Teaching, Learning,
and Development

8. Educational Issues and Effective Practices for Hispanic Students
Hersh C. Waxman, Yolanda N. Padrón, and Andres García . . . . . . . . . . . 131

9. Improving the Schooling Experiences of African American
Students: What School Leaders and Teachers Can Do
Gail L. Thompson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 153

10. The Truth and Myth of the Model Minority: The Case
of Hmong Americans
Stacey J. Lee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 171

11. Conclusion and Recommendations
Susan J. Paik . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 185

About the Editors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195

About the Authors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197

University Advisory Committee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201

National Advisory Committee . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 203

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205



1
Introduction and Overview

Susan J. Paik and Herbert J. Walberg

We must teach our children to prepare for the future – how to set goals for their lives
and for their careers. We must do more to inspire, train, and motivate them. (p. 82)
Every home and neighborhood [school and community] in this country needs to be a
safe, warm, healthy place – a place fit for human beings as citizens of the United States.
It is a big job, but there is no one better to do it than those who live here. (p. 44)

– Rosa Parks (1994)

The chapters of this book originated from a national invitational conference in
Washington D.C. sponsored by the Laboratory for Student Success in November
of 2005. The conference took place just blocks away from the Capitol Rotunda
where, days before, Rosa Parks’ body laid in state as the nation mourned her
passing. The conference began with the quotes above that reflected her views.
The quotes, though simple, were profound as was the life of Rosa Parks. Her
life and efforts were significant not only because of her leadership in the civil
rights movement but also because of her other passion, “young people and
education.”

The purpose of the book and conference was founded on the importance of
education for minority children and a belief that research should be useful in
practice and policy. The conference participants included researchers, practi-
tioners, and policymakers who shared the same passions and were eager to
develop recommendations for improving minority education. The book is a
means to that end since it discusses both the strengths and challenges of minority
children and provides recommendations in each chapter. Based on work group
sessions at the conference, the last chapter summarizes consensual recommen-
dations for research, policy, and practice.

In developing this conference and subsequent book, several important
questions were asked, such as:

Who are these minority students?
How can we best understand them?
What are their challenges and strengths?
What are the similarities and not just the differences among the groups?

1



2 Narrowing the Achievement Gap

How can we collaborate and develop a collective voice in discussing the three
groups?

How can we best serve them?
What recommendations can we provide?

We wanted to understand these questions by developing a systematic design
focused on three minority groups: Latino, Black, and Asian students in each of
the three sections in the book.

Why were these groups chosen? Latino, Black, and Asian ethnic minority
groups are the most visible, and are rapidly growing as shown by U.S. Census
data. As suggested by the book title, the groups are listed in terms of their
population size. Latinos, for example, are now the largest minority group in the
U.S. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has also emphasized these groups as
a concern, especially in economically disadvantaged areas. A growing number of
minority and immigrant families now reside in urban areas (Fix & Passel, 2003);
and these families tend to be poorer, less educated, and have lower proficiency
levels in English (Rong & Preissle, 1998). For purposes of accountability, the
NCLB Act also mandates that educators report separate achievement scores for
each of these minority groups as well as English language learners.

The achievement gap continues to persist between minority and non-minority
groups in the U.S., as well as growing gaps even within minority groups. How
can we diminish the achievement gaps especially with the growing number of
minority students? Educators and allied professionals are interested in improving
the efforts of these growing minority populations.

In trying to understand these groups, we found that there were few books
that offered an array of research expertise on Latino, Black, and Asian children
in a single collective volume. This motivated us to bring together the research
represented in this book. In addition, a better understanding of socio-cultural
issues and experiences regarding the home, school, and community provide
insight into the three groups. Consequently, the following three themes emerged:

Part 1: Culturally Diverse Families and Schooling
Part 2: Histories, Issues of Immigration, and Schooling Experiences
Part 3: Socio-cultural Issues on Teaching, Learning, and Development

Within each section is a chapter on each of the three minority groups. Rather
than sorting themes by three distinctive groups, this organization allows compar-
isons and contrasts of the cultural groups within each section. Learning about
similarities and differences among the groups provides greater insight into the
myriad of problems and contexts that affect minority and immigrant children.

The invited authors are top scholars and leaders in the fields of psychology,
anthropology, sociology, education, and ethnic studies. The interdisciplinary
selection of scholars was a challenging task, but the editors went to great lengths
to identify the most qualified contributors. Without question, the authors comple-
mented each other in terms of the purpose and scope of this book.
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We are aware of the complexities in cultures, subcultures, and topics in
this area of research. In inviting the chapter authors, we acknowledged the
cultural differences within each minority group. Although there are differences
among and within the groups, there are also some similarities in history, culture,
language, customs, and traditions both in the originating countries and their
experiences in the U.S. Since it was impossible to represent all the groups, we
sought to represent not only the largest minority groups, but those subgroups
addressed in the NCLB Act.

The chapters in the book are represented by a variety of perspectives, and
we acknowledge they are a starting point in understanding the complexities
involved in minority groups and subgroups. Each of the authors brought their
own expertise and perspectives to address these points and was asked to provide
clear recommendations based on their research. The authors also defined and used
various terms as appropriate in their respective chapters (e.g., Latino, Hispanic,
Black, African American, Asian Pacific American, or Asian American usage,
etc.). They also employed language and distinctions in their field of expertise
that would make most sense particularly with respect to how minority children
can best be served.

While it was impossible to cover everything, this book provides the breadth
and organization of synthesized research on the three groups. The chapters
synthesize research-based findings on the practices in homes, schools, and
communities to help increase our understanding of psychological resilience,
academic performance, and pro-social behavior. Classrooms have now changed
and it is imperative to understand the background of culturally diverse families
and students in order to shape effective schooling experiences. Each author offers
recommendations for policymakers, researchers, and practitioners to improve
their success in school and life.

The following sections in this chapter provide descriptive statistics about
the school and life experiences of the three minority groups in general. This
information is presented to the reader to provide a demographic overview in
the context of minority education. Followed by summaries of each chapter, the
chapter ends with concluding remarks regarding the conference and book.

1.1. Background on Minority Learning

On January 8, 2002, Congress enacted the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB),
which has strongly affected education for all students and minority students in
particular. The NCLB Act requires new state academic standards for stronger
accountability, better teacher training, and research-based educational practices.
Allocating an additional $26.5 billion for the support of public K-12 schools,
Republicans and Democrats joined to support this legislation to help all children
learn as implied by the Act’s title (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). The Act
mandates that academic achievement progress be reported separately for students
by race, ethnicity, SES, English proficiency, and disability. The information
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on test performance must be publicly available, and policy makers, educators,
parents, and others will be able to see results for each of these student groups
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002).

Though bold and providing large increases in federal funding for the
education of disadvantaged students, NCLB continues national efforts to increase
achievement. Since 1965, more than $242 billion was spent to educate economi-
cally disadvantaged students, and indeed, spending has more than doubled since
1996. Achievement gaps, however, persist among low-income, minority, and
English language learners. Despite increased spending, performance in reading
has not improved in the last 15 years. Currently, less than one-third of the
nation’s fourth graders read proficiently. Less than 20% of 12th grade students
score proficiently in mathematics, and they continue to rank near the bottom on
international surveys (U. S. Department of Education, 2003).

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was amended
in the new NCLB Act (Sec. 1001) “to ensure that all children have a fair, equal,
and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a
minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and
state academic assessments. This purpose is to be accomplished by:

(1) ensuring that high-quality academic assessments, accountability systems,
teacher preparation and training, curriculum, and instructional materials are
aligned with challenging State academic standards so that students, teachers,
parents, and administrators can measure progress against common expectations
for student academic achievement;

(2) meeting the educational needs of low achieving children in our nation’s
highest poverty schools, limited English proficient children, migratory children,
children with disabilities, Indian children, neglected or delinquent children, and
young children in need of reading assistance; and

(3) closing the achievement gap between high and low performing children,
especially minority and non-minority students, and between disadvantaged
children and their more advantaged peers” (U.S. Department of Education,
2002). Students and families from disadvantaged homes, especially those ethnic
minority populations who are rapidly growing in the United States are of
particular concern.

1.2. Minority Students: A Growing Population

Minority children and youth, particularly immigrant children, are the fastest
growing population in U.S. schools. It is estimated that the ratio of immigrant
children in grades K-12 is one in five, representing 19% of schoolchildren (Fix &
Passel, 2003). Furthermore, an estimated 1,000 immigrant children enter U.S.
schools each day (Rong & Brown, 2002, p. 125). The foreign-born population
is currently over 31.1 million, which is at an all-time high (Fix & Passel, 2003).
Currently, 10.5 million students are children of immigrants; roughly one-fourth
are foreign-born and three-fourths are U.S. born (Fix & Passel, 2003).
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The largest immigrant groups seeking education in the U.S. are Latinos, Asians,
and Caribbean and African Blacks (Rong & Preissle, 1998). Latinos are currently
the largest minority population representing over 13% of the population in the
U.S. (U.S. Census, 2004). Latinos include Mexican Americans, Cuban Americans,
Puerto Ricans, Dominican Republicans, and other Central and South Americans.
The U.S. Census reports foreign-born and U.S. born Mexicans constitute roughly
38% of all immigrant children (Fix & Passel, 2003). Educational researchers have
long been concerned with achievement, enrollment, and high school dropout rates
for Latino students (Tutwiler, 1998; Rong & Preissle, 1998).

Asian Americans are also one of the fastest growing minority populations
comprised of both high and low achieving groups as illustrated in the chapters.
Census data show that Asian and Pacific Islander Americans total nearly 12
million, which is about 4% of the entire U.S. population. Since 1965, 90% of
Asian Americans are recent immigrants (Rong & Preissle, 1998). A particularly
diverse group, Asian Americans represent all the countries of East, South, Southeast
Asia, and the Pacific Islands. Among the most common are Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, and Indians who are typically high-achievers in school, whereas Cambo-
dians, Hmong, and Vietnamese have traditionally achieved less well.

Of post-1900 immigrants, Blacks are the smallest group; they accounted for
less than 5% of immigrants in 1994. Census projections, however, suggest that the
foreign-born Black population will grow from 1.6 million to roughly 2.7 million in
2010 (Rong & Preissle, 1998). Foreign-born African groups are largely comprised
of Non-Hispanics from the Caribbean (mostly Grenadine, Haitian, Jamaican,
Trinidadian, and Tobagian) and Africans (mostly Ethiopian, Ghanaian, Nigerian,
and South African).

Though the Black immigrant population is smaller than Asians and Latinos, the
U.S. born Black population is the second largest minority group and constitutes over
12% of the population based on Census data. Researchers have long been concerned
with the educational achievement of African Americans. The U.S. Census reports
that substantialnumbersofminorities, particularlyAfricanAmericans, live inurban
areas, where inequities continue to persist in achievement, employment, and quality
of life.

Scholars have long noted the relationship between educational success and
family income. In the United States, many ethnic minority groups, particularly
immigrant families, tend to be among the poorer income groups. By 1991, one-third
of immigrant children (foreign-born and U.S. born) lived in families with incomes
below the poverty line (Fix & Passel, 2003). According to the National Center for
Children in Poverty (2006), growing trends show that 63% of Latino children (8.9
million), 61% of Black children (6.6 million), 30% of Asian children (0.9 million),
and 27% of White children (11.7 million) lived in low-income families in the U.S.
in 2002. Although the largest group is White, minority populations, particularly
Latino and African American populations are more likely to live in low-income
families.

In general, low-income, minority children face additional challenges to
succeeding in school, which widen the achievement gap throughout the school
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years. Some studies have shown as the number of family risk factors for a child
increase (e.g., living in a single-parent household, living below the federal poverty
level), that child performs less well in both reading and mathematics (Rathbun &
West, 2004, p. v).

In a nation of more than 3 million kindergarteners, the Early Childhood Longitu-
dinal Study of the Kindergarten class of 1998–1999 (ECLS-K) follows a nationally
representative sample of 22,782 kindergarteners through fifth grade, revealing
important challenges facing minority children. Among the sample, it was found
that 45% live in low-income families accounting for all groups (e.g., White, Latino,
Black, Asian and other) involved the study. Concerns for disadvantaged minority
students continue to grow given the dismal predictions. The study found on average
that Black and Latino third-graders had lower proficiency in advanced reading skills
and mathematics (Rathbun & West, 2004, pp. vii–viii). Ongoing research from the
ECLS-K demonstrates that achievement gaps between disadvantaged and more
advantaged children identified at the beginning of school grew wider over the first
4 years of school attendance (West, Denton, Germino Hausken, 2000 as cited in
Rathbun & West, p. x).

While the research on Latino and Black populations is well cited regarding the
achievement gap, there is also a growing concern over Asian populations, who
don’t achieve as well. Typically, East Asians have done considerably well, but
recent research shows that some students from South or Southeast Asian groups do
not perform as highly. Recent research has also cited that some East Asian groups
are also struggling academically (Lew, 2006). Given the reputation of the model
minority stereotype, research and services for Asian families and students have been
generally lacking in the schools. As the diverse Asian communities are growing,
there is concern to disaggregate the data and understand the needs given the little
existing research on Asian American students (see Lee, Pang, Zhou, chapter publi-
cations in this text).

In addition to the complexities, many students also come from non-English
speaking countries (e.g., Asia, Africa, and Latin America). There are over 2.6
million limited English proficient students in grades K-12 (Fix & Passel, 2003).
Limited English mastery, economic hardships, and cultural barriers are often
obstacles to success in school and life. Many believe that without better oppor-
tunities, large numbers of foreign-born and U.S. born Latino, Black, and Asian
students will continue to be marginalized in the United States. As a result of these
trends, school psychologists, educators from various disciplines, and other allied
professionalsmustworkhard to improve theacademicand lifeprospectsofminority
children and youth.

1.3. Chapter Overviews

The chapter summaries are provided on each of the three themes on culturally
diverse families and schooling; brief histories, issues of immigration and schooling
experiences; and socio-cultural issues on teaching, learning, and development.
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1.3.1. Part One: Culturally Diverse Families and Schooling

Chapter 2. Fostering Latino Parent Involvement in the Schools: Practices and
Partnerships. (Concha Delgado-Gaitan). Employment statistics reveal a strong
correlation between college attainment and well-paying employment opportunities.
For Latino students, however, college entrance is often unattainable. The under-
representation of Latinos prompted Delgado-Gaitan’s questions of what needs
to be done, beginning at the elementary school level, to increase Latino student
college admission. A 4-year ethnographic study involving 20 Latino families from
CentralAmericaandMexico, inaNorthernCaliforniacommunity, traced thesocial-
ization of young Latino students and their families preparing for college admission.
Delgado-Gaitan discusses the importance of Latino parent involvement, practices
in the home and school, and effective partnerships as exemplified in a Mother-
Daughter county schools project. Through interviews, observations, and partici-
pation in their off-campus and after-school activities, she was able to construct
a multi-faceted picture of the cultural knowledge in families and community
educational agencies that is necessary in the long journey of changing the dismal
statistics of Latinos in higher education. In summary, Delgado-Gaitan discusses
issues regarding Latino families and communities in understanding early academic
experiences of students. While there is a need to address the schooling process
for Latinas, the implications of this study are applicable for both male and female
Latino students as educators consider reforms for preparing students in the early
grades.

Chapter 3. Parenting, Social-Emotional Development, and School Achievement
of African American Youngsters (Ronald D. Taylor). Renewed attention has been
devoted to the gap in the achievement between African American and European
American students. On a variety of indicators (e.g., grades, SAT scores, college
attendance and completion), African American youngsters fare poorly compared
to European American adolescents. The gap in the achievement appears before
kindergarten and continues into adulthood. Among the factors linked to differ-
ences in achievement have been social class, teacher expectations and percep-
tions, parental expectations and practices. Ron Taylor discusses family relations,
parenting practices and their association with adolescents’ school achievement
and social and emotional adjustment. Taylor also discusses factors that impact the
functioning of African American families and their capacity to rear their youngsters.
Taylor’s chapter discusses how African American families experience high rates of
poverty and stressful living conditions. Thus, the influence of families’ economic
resources, neighborhood conditions and social networks on family functioning are
also discussed. Taylor provides recommendations for policy and practice, aimed at
improving youngsters’ achievement and the social and psychological well-being of
students and their families.

Chapter 4. Asian Pacific American Cultural Capital: Understanding Diverse
Parents and Students (Valerie Ooka Pang). Pang’s chapter provides an informed
discussion regarding the cultural values that shape the behaviors and achievement
of Asian Pacific American (APA) students. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of



8 Narrowing the Achievement Gap

human development is used to explain how families, particularly APA families
encourage and reinforce educational achievement. A central idea in this chapter is
“cultural capital,” which Pang refers to as the attitudes, expectations, knowledge,
and behaviors parents pass on to their children that assist them in succeeding in
school and society. To illustrate this central idea, she also employs several of Sue
and Okazaki’s ideas about Asian cultural capital in the educational achievement
process.Pangalsodiscusses theexperiences,backgrounds,andeducationalneedsof
diverse APA groups by providing examples of the various groups (e.g., Cambodian,
Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Lao, and Vietnamese, etc.). She explains that
their educational needs may be similar, but their social and academic experiences
may differ due to various elements such as history and generational levels in the
U.S. The chapter concludes with recommendations for educators to encourage and
collaborate with Asian Pacific American students and their families.

1.3.2. Part Two: Histories, Issues of Immigration,
and Schooling Experiences

Chapter 5. The Mobility/Social Capital Dynamic: Understanding Mexican
American Families and Students (Robert K. Ream and Ricardo D. Stanton-Salazar).
Latinos are the largest minority group in the United States, increasing eight times
more rapidly than the population as a whole. Their rising numbers come with
concern about the status of Latino students in schools. The two-thirds of all U.S.
Latinos who are of Mexican descent are challenged with disproportionately high
dropout rates and low test scores. In this chapter, Ream and Stanton-Salazar argue
that Mexican American underachievement is partly due to the instability in social
relationships that accompanies particularly high rates of transience among them.
“Like the frequent re-potting of plants” in their analogy, residential and student
mobility disrupts social root systems and the context for interaction. It follows
that the mobility/social capital dynamic, whereby mobility impacts the resources
inherent insocialnetworks,meritsattentionon thebasisof its swayover relationship
stability and academic achievement. After reviewing the incidence, consequences,
and causes of mobility, Ream and Stanton-Salazar address how school systems can
reduce unnecessary student mobility and develop strategies for strengthening the
social support networks of Mexican American students and their families.

Chapter 6. Educational Attainment of Immigrant and Non-Immigrant Young
Blacks (Xue Lan Rong and Frank Brown). As African American experiences
move into the 21st century, diverse educational attainment patterns and schooling
behaviors have emerged among Black students. Recent immigrant Blacks from the
Caribbean and Africa with growing numbers differ from Blacks who have lived in
the United States for many generations. To compare and contrast the groups, Rong
and Brown first discuss the similarities and differences with respect to immigration
experiences and history, family and community environments, and schooling
experiences. Rong and Brown then focus the discussion on the variations in
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educational attainment in African and Caribbean immigrants and non-immigrants
affected by region or country of origin, generation in the United States, gender, age,
and socioeconomic status. Their chapter draws on insights from direct observa-
tions and demographic data from the 2000 census. Their chapter also identifies and
differentiates causes for variable patterns in educational attainment (e.g., schooling
behaviors and self-defined identities). To improve the educational opportunities
of Black students, Rong and Brown state that educators and policy makers must
recognize the differences in Black communities and among generations. With
increased understanding of the distinctive strengths of these communities, educa-
tional opportunities may increase for children and youth in several specific ways
suggested in this chapter.

Chapter 7. Divergent Origins and Destinies: Children of Asian Immigrants (Min
Zhou). There has been relatively little concern with whether or not children of Asian
immigrants can make it into the American mainstream, partly because of their
comparatively high socioeconomic status upon arrival and partly because of their
extraordinary educational achievement. The general perception is that a great
majority of them, even those from poor socioeconomic backgrounds, will succeed
in school and life, and that the “model minority” image represents a reality rather
thanamyth.Zhouexamines theproblemsand limitationsof thehomogenized image
of Asian Americans based on the analysis of the U.S. Census data and her own
ethnographic case studies in Asian immigrant communities. Zhou argues that Asian
immigrants and their US-born or raised children are living in a society that is highly
stratified not only by class but also by race. This reality, combined with unique
cultures, immigration histories, family and community resources, has shaped and,
to an important extent, determined the educational outcomes of the children of
Asian immigrants. Her chapter starts with a demographic overview of the diverse
Asian American population as impacted by immigration. Zhou then examines how
diversity creates opportunities and constraints to affect the trajectories of second-
generation mobility. Finally, Zhou draws lessons from two case studies, Chinese
and Vietnamese, to illustrate how culture interacts with structure to affect unique
social environments conducive to education. The chapter ends with a discussion
of the lessons and implications for immigrant education, particularly for Asian
American communities.

1.3.3. Part Three: Socio-cultural Issues on Teaching,
Learning, and Development

Chapter 8. Educational Issues and Effective Practices for Hispanic Students (Hersh
C. Waxman, Yolanda N. Padrón, and Andres García). The educational status of
Hispanic students in the United States is one of the most challenging educational
issues. Although the number of Hispanic students in public schools has increased
dramatically inrecentdecades,Hispanicstudentsasagrouphavethe lowest levelsof
education and the highest dropout rates. Furthermore, conditions of poverty, health,
and other social problems have made it difficult for Hispanics to improve their
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educational status. Waxman, Padron, and Garcia summarize some of the critical
educational problems facing Hispanic students and provide some recommendations
to alleviate the problems. Their chapter is divided into four major sections. The
first section focuses on the educational status of Hispanic students in the United
States. The second section discusses factors associated with the underachievement
of Hispanic students. This section includes problems associated with the need for
qualified teachers, inappropriate teaching practices, and at-risk school environ-
ments. The third section examines factors associated with the success of Hispanic
students. Waxman, Padron, and Garcia provide a brief summary of programs,
schools, and instructional strategies that have been found to significantly improve
the academic achievement of Hispanic students. Finally, their chapter provides
recommendations and conclusions on effective practices and programs for Hispanic
students.

Chapter 9. Improving the Schooling Experiences of African American Students:
What School Leaders and Teachers Can Do (Gail L. Thompson). For more than
half a century, the greatest failure of the U.S. public school system has been that
despite numerous education reforms, the achievement gap persists. Although there
now exist numerous achievement gaps–including the gap between economically
disadvantaged students and their peers from higher socioeconomic backgrounds,
the Latino-White gap, the Latino-Asian gap, the Latino-Black gap, the Latino-
Latinogap,and theAsian-Asiangap(gapsamongvariousLatinogroups,andamong
various Asians groups),—Thompson informs us that the Black-White achievement
gaphashistorically receivedmoreattention than theothergaps,primarilybecauseof
the attention given to it via the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Brown versus Board of
Education. Inspiteof thisattention, educatorshave failed toclose thegap,and today,
as a result of the current unprecedented pressure to improve students’ standardized
test scores as a result of NCLB, narrowing the Black-White gap has become
a top priority at school districts nationwide. Because educators and researchers
continue to seek solutions, Thompson’s chapter presents pertinent research from
researchers, and African American parents and students regarding how educators
can increase their efficacy with African American students. Thompson begins with
a brief summary of research on the role of school leaders and then presents “Seven
things that African American students need from their teachers”. She emphasizes
the importance of professional development and concludes with specific recom-
mendations.

Chapter 10. The Truth and Myth of the Model Minority: The Case of Hmong
Americans (Stacey J. Lee). Asian Americans are generally depicted as model
minorities who have achieved academic, social and economic success through
hard work and adherence to Asian cultural values. Asian American students
are stereotyped as valedictorians, violin prodigies and computer geniuses. While
there are Asian American students who are highly successful, the model minority
stereotype hides variation in academic achievement across ethnic groups and
among individuals. Lee discusses how disaggregated data on Asian Americans
reveals significantdifferencesbetweenEastAsianandSouthAsiangroups thathave
high levels of educational attainment, and Southeast Asians who have relatively low
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levels of educational attainment. Lee’s chapter analyzes the similarities and differ-
ences in educational achievement and attainment across various Asian American
ethnic groups, but focuses on traditionally lower achieving groups. As a primary
example, the chapter examines the case of Hmong Americans, a group that has
experienced significant barriers to education. Based on data from Lee’s ethno-
graphic study of Hmong American high school students in the Midwest, her
chapter discusses economic, racial and cultural barriers that Asian students, Hmong
students in particular, face in schools. Her study examines the impact of the model
minority stereotype on lower achieving Asian American students. Lee concludes
with recommendations for educational policy and practice for educators and policy-
makers.

1.4. Concluding Remarks and Acknowledgements

The conference participants included the authors, other scholars, and representa-
tives of Washington education groups such as the Council of Chief State School
Officers, the Educational Leaders Council, the National Association of Secondary
School Principals, and national parent organizations. Board members and officials
from state departments of education and local school districts, superintendents,
principals, and teachers also participated.

The main work of the conference took place in small groups. With a chair and
recorder for each group, their task, based on the conference papers, discussion, and
their own experience, was to develop consensus around “next steps” to improve
policy and practice. The synthesized recommendations constitute the last chapter
(Ch. 11) of this book, which consists of general recommendations for the three
groups. Specific recommendations for Latino, Black, or Asian students can also be
found in each of the chapters.

The editors thank the Laboratory for Student Success (LSS), the Mid-Atlantic
Regional Educational Laboratory, at Temple University Center for Research in
Human Development and Education for funding and supporting the conference.
TheLSSoperatesunderacontractwith theU.S.DepartmentofEducation’s Institute
of Education Sciences. Special thanks to C. Kent McGuire, Dean of the College of
Education at Temple University, and Marilyn Murphy, Co-director of LSS, Tracey
Myska, Robin Neal, Stephen Page, Robert Sullivan, and Julia St. George at LSS for
their support.

We thank the authors for their commitment and dedication to their work and to
this book. They are top scholars in the fields of education, psychology, sociology,
anthropology, and ethnic studies.

We also thank the conference chairs and discussants. They, too, were carefully
selected and contributed greatly to our conference discussion. Chairs Edmund
Gordon from Teachers College Columbia University, Reynaldo Baca from the
University of Southern California, and Gloria Ladson-Billings from the University
of Wisconsin-Madison provided key insights on the three sets of chapters.
Discussants Larke Nahme Huang from the American Institutes for Research,
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Richard P. Duran from the University of California – Santa Barbara, Margaret
Gibson from the University of California-Santa Cruz, Grace Kao from the
University of Pennsylvania, A. Lin Goodwin from Teachers College Columbia
University, and Marc Hill from Temple University provided insightful perspectives
to the papers.

We appreciate the efforts of the small group chairs where most of our collabo-
rative work was conducted: Norma Jimenez-Hernandez and William Perez from
Claremont Graduate University (CGU), and Marilyn Murphy from LSS. We would
like to thank rapporteurs Patricia Felton-Montgomery, Fred McCoy, and Celeste
MerriweatherofLSS.Special thanksgoes toMargarita Jimenez-Silva fromArizona
State University for her support and assistance at the conference.

We acknowledge our close colleagues at Claremont Graduate University and the
University of Illinois at Chicago for their participation and support of the conference
and book. We appreciate the assistance of CGU graduate students, Belinda Butler
Vea,CindyChia-HuiWang,andJocelynChong inhelpingreviewthe finalchapters.

Finally, we would like to acknowledge John Griesinger, Judith Griesinger, Ward
Weldon, Deborah Williams, Mary Poplin, and Linda Perkins in reviewing the
editors’ chapters and their support throughout this project.

We are deeply grateful to all those involved in this project for their help in
supporting the efforts to improve education for minority children and youth. May
we be reminded of Rosa Parks’ views in which this chapter began: respectful
integration of all ethnic groups and the empowerment of education for all of our
children and youth.
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Part 1
Culturally Diverse Families

and Schooling



2
Fostering Latino Parent Involvement
in the Schools: Practices
and Partnerships

Concha Delgado-Gaitan

Remember the days of class “room mother”? Long before there was research
on parent involvement, I was convinced that learning was a family and school
partnership. Both of my parents spoke limited English and neither had formal
schooling in Mexico. But that didn’t stop my mother from showing up with
armloads of cupcakes for our classroom on Fridays when she was “room mother”.
Although she didn’t speak much English when we immigrated, she was a strong
and visible influence both in my school and home life. It mattered to me that
my mother held high expectations for my sisters and me to succeed in school
because I knew that I had to try my best. She got involved in whatever way she
could and she wanted to hear good reports about me from my teachers.

Later when I became a teacher, the notion of involving parents in the school
made even more sense. I met my students in their homes with their families,
two weeks before school began. I knew that if I enlisted parental support for the
educational program and included them in the classroom as much as possible,
the children would understand that the teacher and parents worked together for
their benefit.

As a school principal, I made the community coordinator a key person
in the school’s operation. Our effort was to make the school the center of
the community. It was a difficult partnership to build, but as the graffiti and
vandalism decreased significantly after only one year, we knew the effort was
worth it.

Parent involvement is a rich resource, a tool, much like a book that informs
us and moves children forward in their schooling (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004: 15).
Educators that work collaboratively with Latino parents find that students
perform better academically. Regardless of family size, socioeconomic level, or
parental level of education, parents are capable of learning how to participate
in their children’s education. It is important that schools reach out to Latino
parents.

17
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2.1. Latino Presence in the U.S.

For Latinos in the U.S., parent involvement needs to move more to the center of
the school curriculum in order to enhance students’ educational opportunities.
Before we elaborate on effective parent involvement strategies, we need to have
a general profile of Latinos in the US. The Latino population represents many
nationalities.

The major groups include Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban groups, with
those of Mexican heritage comprising 67% (U.S. Census, 2004). The next
largest subgroup is Puerto Ricans, followed by Cubans, immigrants from Central
America, South America, Dominican Republic, and Spain. In 2004, Latinos
comprised 39.9 million, or over 13%, of the total population of the United
States (U.S. Census, 2004). Contrary to the public perception that all Latinos
are immigrants or undocumented workers, fewer than 10% fit into that category.
Furthermore, the total Latino population is projected to increase to nearly 67
million by the year 2050 (U.S. Census, 2004).

Geographically, Latinos reside in every state across the country, from Florida
to Alaska to Hawaii. However, about two-thirds are concentrated in the south-
western US, including Arizona, California, Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado,
and in Florida. The US Census Bureau (2004) reports that between 1999 and
2000, the California Latino population increased 37%. In Arkansas, the Latino
population grew 196%, Georgia 233% and North Carolina, 274%. Latinos in
these states work in the chicken processing, furniture manufacturing, and pig
farming industries. Schools face tremendous problems as a result of the increasing
Latino population. Many states, including Wisconsin, Illinois, Michigan, and
New York also report significant Latino population growth.

2.2. Latinos at Work

Latino workers in the US are well represented in the lower ranks of the labor
force, but they also occupy prominent positions in a variety of professions across
the US. For example, the number of Hispanic judges, architects, physicians and
surgeons, professors, business executives, governors, athletes, university presi-
dents, scientists, attorneys, legislators, and media workers total 120,750 profes-
sionals (Pew Hispanic Center, 2003). Latinos are Rhodes Scholars and Nobel
laureates, including Adolfo Perez Esquivel (peace prize), Gabriel Garcia Marquez
(literature prize), Luis W. Alvarez (physics prize), Octavio Paz (literature prize),
Rigoberta Menchu (peace prize), and Mario Molina (chemistry prize).

Although Latinos have their share of Nobel laureates, scholars, professionals,
and celebrities, the big picture still looks dismal for the many poor families.
In 2003, Latinos, overall, comprised the principal source of new workers to
the U.S. economy. The Pew Hispanic Center estimates that more than 500,000
Latino workers are employed below their potential level. This is a result of the
economic slowdown, a shortfall equivalent to 3.5% of the Latino workforce.
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Although Latinos share a strong work ethic, roughly 20% of the Latino
population is living in poverty (U.S. Census, 2004). Latinos who immigrate
to the US arrive with high hopes of expanding educational opportunities for
their children, which can lead to economic betterment. But often, they remain
trapped in entry-level jobs without the possibility for advancing. This is where
education is pivotal in breaking the cycle of poverty for the younger generation
(Lopez, 2002).

2.3. Education Status

The link between educational attainment and employment is clear. On average,
someone without a high school degree will earn $18,900 a year, compared with
$25,900 for those who complete high school (U.S. Census, 2004). People with
a bachelor’s degree earn $45,400, and with a master’s degree, $54,500. Less
than 25% of Latinos are enrolled in a 4-year college and Latinos represent only
5% of graduate students (National Council of La Raza, 2004). Generally, by
the time Latino students reach 17 years of age, they have the literacy and math
skills of 13-year-old white students. While many complete college and graduate
school, a large percentage of Latino students have difficulty completing high
school and getting into college. In some communities, as many as 40% of Latino
students drop out of school, making parent involvement critical to the educational
process throughout the students’ academic life (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2002).

Latinos have a particular relationship to schooling in the US. Throughout the
history of education, Latinos have encountered prejudice and lack of access to
educational resources because of their low-income status and linguistic differ-
ences. This is especially true for Mexicans in segregated schools where children
were punished for speaking Spanish. In the 1960s, those schools were disbanded
in response to the Civil Rights movement and the Bilingual Education Act.
Today some schools still fail to provide textbooks for students until months after
school begins in the fall. Practices like this further set Latino students behind
white middle class students. All the while, Latino parents are blamed for the
students’ underachievement (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004).

For the most part, Latino adults view education as a vehicle to move their
children out of the poverty that plagued them. The desire for their children to
have a better life accounts for the sacrifices that parents make for their children
(Trueba, 1999). Although parents from poor communities value education, they
often lack the knowledge on how to access educational resources to support their
children’s schooling (Lareau, 2003).

Poverty exacerbates stress in the family. Latino children who live in impov-
erished conditions have fewer resources than those available to families with
higher incomes. The lack of financial, social, and political resources also results
in health problems caused by poor nutrition and inferior or nonexistent health
care. This, in turn, can negatively impact children’s school attendance. In extreme
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cases, inadequate housing and homelessness interfere with children’s schooling
because of frequent moving from place to place or insufficient space in the house
to make schoolwork a priority (Sleeter, 2003).

Recognizing that poverty by itself does not produce underachievement, we
must acknowledge that social conditions can interfere with children’s motivation
and opportunity to learn. Numerous factors hinder educational attainment of
Latino students, including: (1) low societal expectations for Latino youth
and children, (2) lack of early childhood education opportunities, (3) lack
of resources in schools, (4) poorly trained teachers, and (5) limited parental
and community engagement and choices (President’s Advisory Commission
on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans, 2003). The President’s
Advisory Commission on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans makes
numerous recommendations including: (1) setting higher expectations for Latino
students, (2) improving teacher preparation teachers to meet the needs of Latino
students, (3) challenging post-secondary institutions to graduate 10% more
Latino Americans each year, and (4) Increasing accountability and coordination
of federal programs. All of these recommendations necessitate strong parent
involvement; the schools must connect and communicate with Latino families
in an on-going, sustained process.

Reaching out to Latino communities is a matter of building trust as a platform
for creating sustained collaborations with parents. Latino families need to know
that educators are interested in meeting their needs and are respectful of their
language and cultural differences (Aspiazu, Bauer, & Spillett, 1998; Decker &
Decker, 2003; Delgado-Gaitan, 2001). Latino parents who have little contact
with educators may feel self-conscious and limited in their ability to discuss
schooling in terms unfamiliar to them. Therefore, whether the contact is personal
in the home, at school, or by phone, educators need to be conscious of the
parents’ lack of knowledge about the educational system. However, parents do
know something about the most important topic at hand: their child. Regardless
of culture, educational attainment, and socioeconomic standing, all families have
strengths. Thus, educators need to make the parents feel at ease and win their
trust in order to engage them in a continuous collaboration. Partnerships that
begins the first day of school and lasts until the student graduates from high
school, promise academic success for students.

2.4. Preparing for College

Many issues reside under the rubric of parent involvement and family-school
partnerships. Getting Latinos to college is one aspect of family-school partnership
that deserves close attention. Underemployment and low educational attainment
in the Latino community remain high because many Latino students fail to attend
college. It is a concern that needs to be addressed long before the application
is submitted to the college of choice. How Latinos in professional positions
attained college is often a story of hardships and inspiration.
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As important as those stories are, they are not the focus of this paper. Instead,
the remainder of this chapter will focus on the systematic preparation necessary
to get young Latino boys and girls into college, especially as it relates to parent
involvement. It’s the one part of the story of Latinos in education rarely told.
For that reason, I emphasize parent involvement from the perspective of families
that participated in a program for socializing young Latina students for college.

Although both Latino and Latina students are underrepresented in the
university system, Latinas fare even worse than Latino males. 71% of Latina
girls in some school districts do not graduate from high school. The long journey
to college begins in the elementary school years and steadily gains importance
through high school. Schools, as well as family life, play a central role in social-
izing students to college. Family influence is often absent in undereducated
Latino families. Latino girls in traditional families are often not encouraged to
pursue education because parents have heard that it’s costly. Thus, just getting
through high school is sometimes the “best” they think they can do (Andrade,
1982; Asher, 1984; Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Flemming, 1982; Gonzalez, 1995;
Johnston, Markle & Harshbarger, 1986). The problem is that without a high
school diploma or college degree, these young people are relegated to low-
income employment thereafter.

As dismal as the statistics are for Latino male and female students in gaining
admission to college, there is hope. In this chapter, I focus on the social-
ization process necessary for getting young Latinos into college, with parent
involvement as a critical component. I discuss the findings of a 4-year northern
California study—a Mother/Daughter Program (M/D). The M/D Program was
a proactive and constructive effort addressing the vast challenges and rewards
of academic achievement of young Latina girls and their mothers. They learned
about attending college and preparing for professional careers.

There is a significant difference between students who just “get by” in school–
those who may graduate from high school but not attend college, and students
who “get ahead.” Students who just “get by” tend to come from families that
may be poor and want their children to succeed in school but lack the knowledge
to access the educational resources to support their children. Students who
“get ahead” tend to come from families who continuously stress high grades,
are involved in school activities, and discuss options for colleges and careers
(Gonzalez, 1995). The key difference is the “know how”, which some parents
possess more than others. And it’s that cultural knowledge or “know how”
that Latino parents gain through participation that develops parent potential and
skills.

2.5. The Mother/Daughter Program

The Mother/Daughter Program (M/D) was the context in which I studied 20 girls
whose parents were immigrants from Central American countries and Mexico.
Before describing the findings of the Mother/Daughter Program, I want to clarify
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one point, which I will repeat toward the end of the chapter: the Mother/Daughter
Program involved only girls because the funding sources made that specification
because of the educational need; that is, statistics show that Latina girls trail the
boys in college attendance. But boys, just as much as the girls, can benefit from
programs such as the M/D if the program is designed to include boys. Here,
I describe the M/D program as it involved the girls and their mothers. Later in
the chapter, I present the programmatic features that need to be considered by
schools in preparing both Latino girls and boys for college.

The program operated on the premise that mothers exert a powerful influence
on their children’s decision-making (Andrade, 1982; Gonzalez, 1995) and that
getting Latina girls to graduate from high school and enter college requires a
systematic partnership between the schools, the families, and the university. The
M/D program has been a successful model of such a partnership in four states:
Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Texas (Tomatzky, Cutler & Lee, 2002).
The M/D Program has operated on a national level since 1985. It began in El
Paso, Texas and subsequently was adapted by Tempe, Arizona, Albuquerque,
New Mexico and San Mateo, California. The programs in the various states differ
according to the number of participants, duration of program, and specific activ-
ities. All of these programs have major goals and general operational practices in
common. My study, however, involved only the program in San Mateo County
in northern California.

Using the knowledge of educational development and the understanding of
traditional Latino family dynamics as a guide, the national M/D model and the
M/D Program in San Mateo were designed around three innovative components:
(1) to provide the daughters with academic support towards meeting specific
academic goals, (2) to educate mothers and daughters about getting the girls to
college, and (3) to socialize the mother/daughter teams to college through field
trip experience.

The first-year participants in the Texas program illustrate the M/D Program’s
success. The girls began the program in the 5th grade and were juniors at the
time of the study, which showed the following results:

• 98% of the girls were still enrolled in school;
• 62% of the girls were enrolled in advanced college-preparation classes;
• 27% of the girls were enrolled in honors classes;
• 76% of the first year and 62% of the second year girls were above average in

their academic achievement;

The M/D Program extended to various cities across the country. Committed
administrators and local universities have initiated the Program in local school
districts. Interested school districts assess their needs and seek funding to initiate
M/D Programs. An administrative system is organized to manage the program
in the schools. At a school level, the administrator designates a teacher to work
with students in academic tutoring at school and conducts classes for them on
study skills.
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The San Mateo program began in the 5th grade and added one grade level
in each of the four subsequent years through the 8th grade. Teachers submitted
names of girls who were in academic peril, who were from low-income families,
and whose parents had low educational attainment.

2.6. Mother/Daughter Program Activities

Through the M/D Program, parents participated in well-designed activities to
acquire the necessary skills and expertise to exercise parental commitment in
their children’s education. This is the expected outcome in effective parent
involvement processes. The Mother/Daughter Program organized activities for
the girls and their mothers around four broad themes: (1) building girls’ self-
esteem; (2) orienting the girls to higher education and professional careers; (3)
improving the quality of preparation for higher education; and (4) increasing
Latino parental commitment. The knowledge shared collectively among partici-
pants in the M/D Program not only empowered the mother and daughter partic-
ipants, but school personnel also recognized the fruits of their work as Latino
parents became informed. As a consequence, Latino students also became better
informed and more independent learners and more interested in their schooling
in general.

School activities focused on developing the girls’ academic readiness by intro-
ducing them to computers. And through presentations, the schools helped the girls
and their mothers to focus on their personal identities as individuals, members of
Latino families, and members of American society. The M/D Program provided
ongoing counseling and mentoring through high school and college. Girls were
encouraged and supported academically to complete high school and apply for
college. Program activities were also designed to acquaint mothers with careers,
especially non-traditional careers, for women in math and science.

The Leadership Conference was an important component of the Mother-
Daughter Program. The girls developed a wide variety of service projects for
their community. For example, one or more students, in order to improve schools
attendance, might organize a school attendance campaign involving students,
parents, faculty, staff, and community members. The M/D Program’s Leadership
Conference provided participants the opportunity to develop leadership skills in
planning, budgeting, organizing, negotiating, and risk taking. In the process, the
girls gained confidence and increased self-esteem.

On Career Day, outstanding Latino professional women from the community
went to the university campus and spoke to the Mother-Daughter participants
about the importance of education and strategies for educational success. “Career
Day” activities involved development of Latino students’ knowledge and choices
of careers. Students and parents received information about the educational track
to follow for their desired career. Mothers became more effective role models for
their daughters. They increased their awareness and use of community resources
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to develop positive self-esteem and confidence. They learned about the possible
postsecondary options available to their daughters.

Tutoring in math and reading was an on-going academic activity provided
by college student volunteers who came from the local community and state
colleges. They were role models and mentors who inspired learning and retention
in school, teaching the girls to budget time, obtain resources, and learn to
discipline themselves. Computer classes for students and parents increased family
interactions.

The significance of programs such as M/S is that they support cultural change
in the home and the community. In immigrant families, cultural knowledge
about schooling is incomplete due to low schooling of the parents and lack
of awareness of available resources for their children’s education in the US.
Through M/D type programs, change in one family member means change in
the family dynamics. The extended effect of the program benefits other family
members. Mothers, like Mrs. Segura, describe how her husband and younger
children have benefited from participation in the M/D Program.

Before I began participating in the Mother/Daughter program, my husband wouldn’t let
me leave the house for anything having to do with the schools. I had about 10 years
of schooling in Mexico before leaving there, but then I got here and got married. Then
I had my two daughters and there never seemed to be enough time to get an education
here. So, when our children began school and the teachers sent notices about meetings,
my husband wouldn’t let me attend. He said that it wasn’t important, and it was a waste
of my time. I wanted to go just to see what it was all about, but I was afraid to go by
myself since I didn’t know anyone. Then my girls got older and fortunately, they were
good students.

Then when our youngest daughter, Monica, was in the 5th grade, I received a notice
that she was being selected to participate in the M/D Program. It sounded so interesting
and I lied to my husband the first few times that I went to the Saturday meetings to meet
with other moms and the director. Well, finally I got the nerve to tell him where I was
really going on Saturdays. He still said it was a waste of time. But I didn’t object to
my attending because I convinced him that it was very important that I be there to learn
as much as possible about ways to help Monica. By then, he was beginning to see that
this daughter needed more direction and support than our oldest daughter, who was very
disciplined. I think that’s why he didn’t object as much.

As the program continued and Monica entered middle school, I learned more and more
at the M/D Program. I learned how to discipline her at home and how to advise her about
schoolwork. I got information on how to seek the help she needed in middle school, both
academically and in her social adjustment.

Now that she’s in high school, her challenges are many. But if I wasn’t involved in
the M/D Saturday group with other Latina mothers, learning how to advocate for her, she
wouldn’t be doing as well as she’s doing. My husband does not say anything against me
attending meetings or school functions anymore. Although he doesn’t attend meetings
with me, he has seen the positive results with both of our daughters. And his way of
supporting is by remaining quiet. [Translated from Spanish.]

Mrs. Segura, like other mothers, learned that when one family member grows,
other members also learn. In Latino families, the ties are strong and the woman’s
role holds a great deal of authority in reference to children’s schooling. Men
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commonly relegate the responsibility to women. So, in the absence of school
programs like the M/D Program, Latina women miss out on social networks with
other women and school personnel where they can obtain critical knowledge.

Volunteering in the community helps develop student awareness of their
environment and their place in the community they live in. In the personal
identity workshops in San Mateo, students met with counselors to discuss and
write about their cultural and gender identity. Students worked with sponsoring
teachers, district coordinators, and program staff members to identify, plan,
and carry out selected community projects. They presented their projects at the
scheduled annual Leadership Conference. Its purpose was the development of
leadership skills that come from firsthand involvement in leadership activities
in their respective school and community. They are skills that help the girls to
become productive members of the community with a responsibility to improve
the community’s quality of life.

Community activities introduced the participants to the many resources around
them. The girls and their mothers visited various community sites, including the
medical center, city hall, historic missions, the public library, and the museum
of art. They attended theater performances, or participated in a health fair for
women, taking place in the community. All of these experiences broadened the
participants’ development as individuals and community members and as future
leaders within their community.

2.7. The University’s Role

The San Mateo M/D Program forged a partnership with a Santa Clara University,
which sponsored four key on-campus activities during the year: (1) Campus Open
House and Tour; (2) Career Day; (3) Leadership Conference; and (4) Summer
Camp at the university campus. The Campus Open House Tour was the first
visit to a university campus for the mother and daughter participants. Experience
with the Latina Mentor Program indicates that the visit to the university is the
participants’ favorite part of the program. The girls also spent 2 days on campus,
giving them a well-rounded view and appreciation of campus life.

2.8. Changing the Vision

Cultural literacy about preparation for college involved parental reflection about
their own opportunities for learning. Increasing Latino mothers’ confidence
and knowledge about their daughters’ academic career, meant a journey to the
mothers’ personal and cultural history. The mothers participated in a personal
literacy activity that the Director, Dr. Contreras, called “Mother Stories”. This
became a significant, empowering, cultural literacy activity for the mothers and
daughters.
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For three of the four years, in the mothers’ story sharing activity, mothers met
monthly to discuss topics related to mother-daughter relationships. The literacy
process was a three-hour session divided into four-parts: (a) reflecting about a
specific topic, decided by the parents and the coordinator; (b) writing; (c) reading
their written text to the group; and (d) sharing and discussing. Collectively, the
women created a safe environment to think and express themselves. The process
was intended to break the cycle of isolation for these mothers, who may feel
distant from others when it comes to raising their daughters. Isolation typically
breeds fear, intimidation, and non-participation. However, engagement allows
for connection with the adults to their own history, culture, family, and others
in their community, enabling them to feel more empowered. Initially, specific
topics were selected for the mothers, but as the M/D Program moved along,
the participants were asked to suggest topics that they believed were relevant to
their particular experience.

Mothers met in a local community library and cultural center on Saturdays
for 2 hours with the M/D Program coordinator to discuss, write, and share their
personal stories on topics. They included: (a) important parts of parents’ own
childhood relative to school; (b) values, which parents most want to impress on
their children; (c) developing their own confidence socially and academically; (d)
influencing their children’s peer groups; (e) finding their children’s life-interest;
(f) spending time with their children; and (g) discipline, and setting limits for
their children.

Each literacy assignment was designed to have the mothers express their
own childhood experience on the topic and their efforts to deal with their own
role as mothers. In the literacy activities, mothers increased their awareness of
issues and values about which they needed to speak with their daughters as they
guided them through schooling. Their stories contained critical elements that
are known to be of great influence in shaping young girls’ attitudes, awareness,
and direction in their schooling and career choices. The personal characteristics
present in their stories are intelligence, determination, and faith.

Intelligence is too often confused with attainment of formal schooling. But in
reality, intelligence is what we do with the knowledge we have. And the stories
that these women told their daughters showed their true intelligence in their
ability to interpret the complex society in which they live and raise their families.
They manage a household and support a family with fewer financial resources
than they need to live comfortably. This requires a great deal of intelligence.
The decisions they make on a daily basis are those needed to resolve family
problems.

Determination is a quality that ran through many of the personal narratives
told to the daughters. The mothers have pushed past what they perceived to be
limitations and barriers. They forged ahead against the odds in order to provide
their daughters, and family as a whole, the best opportunities for a better life
than they experienced in their homeland.
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In their stories, Faith was transmitted in the way that the women have resorted
to a spiritual belief in order to bear the struggles with immigration issues, learning
a new culture, and underemployment in a new society.

2.9. Personal Power

How young Latinas perceive their personal power has much to do with their
relationship with their mothers. The interviews with the girls indicated that
they listen to and depend on their mothers for guidance about school and
career decisions. Although the girls know that their mothers did not have
formal education in the US, or Mexico in some cases, they first go to their
mothers for advice before turning to their friends or teachers. Mothers are the
ones to direct the girls to find the appropriate resources. Often, this means
that through the personal stories, they share with their daughters they make
the girls look within for their inner confidence to resolve problems in a new
way.

When the girls were asked who they chose as their confidants, they said,
“My mom.” Specifically, they appreciate the stories they heard about how their
mothers managed during hard times. This makes the girls believe that their
mothers know quite a bit, even if the mothers did not have a great deal of formal
schooling.

I recall one time when things weren’t going well for me in my first year of high school.
It was all just too stressful and I felt nervous about my grades. My mother had stopped
helping me with my homework years before because she didn’t know how to do the
homework that I had to do. She hadn’t finished school in Mexico and her English wasn’t
the best. Anyway, she noticed that I was feeling pretty down about things. Then, I told
her about the stress I had and how I didn’t know if I could handle high school especially
because I want to go to college, which will be more difficult. And mom was very
understanding. She sat me down at the kitchen table, and she shared about going to school
in Mexico. It was during a time when her family was very poor and she wasn’t sure
that she’d be able to stay in school and work to help her family. Mom told me that she
was so excited about learning, but her mom needed her to help work the farm when her
father died. Gosh, mom was just 10 years old and all of her brothers and sisters were
younger.

Anyway, mom told me about how her mother didn’t want her to leave school, but she
couldn’t do everything by herself. So, together her mother and my mom decided that they
would divide the work on the farm so that mom did most of her share before school,
after school, and on weekends. And her mother would let her stay in school as long as
the work got done. My mom felt so glad that she could stay in school that she studied
hard and managed to work and go to school. Mom’s story made me feel that I could do
what I needed to do to make it in school. As long as I loved learning and could get mom
to help me work through things just like her mom helped her. At least I don’t have to
work hard in the fields.

And actually, that’s what mom told me. She said, “you don’t ever have to feel that
you’re doing this alone. None of us are alone. Even if I don’t know how to help you to
do the work that you’re required to do, I will help you find the tutors at school or I’ll talk
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with your counselor to show me what I need to do. So don’t ever feel that you can’t talk
to me.” Her comments made me feel so much better. I wasn’t as afraid. I felt more confident.

From the mothers’ stories, girls learned to trust their own strength and have
confidence in themselves and to think about what they must do to go to college
and have a better education.

2.10. Proactive School Engagement

From the M/D Program, we learn that educators need to take proactive measures
to prevent academic and social crises. They must continuously inform parents
in Spanish about their children’s academic progress. Effective schools design
parent involvement activities that provide various levels of involvement. Three
basic levels of influence in students’ academic lives include the family, the
school, and the community. Not only are basic cultural values and beliefs learned
in the family, but also daily practices often speak louder than words. In the
Latino family, if parents are inactive in their child’s schooling, educators tend
to perceive this as indifference toward the school.

However, what may be driving their behavior is fear or lack of under-
standing of their role in the school system. In the San Mateo M/D Program, the
teacher/mother support component involved the teachers working with parents
in establishing and sustaining an academically supportive environment in the
girls’ home. When the parents entered the program, they and the teachers signed
a contract to participate actively for the duration of the program. And they did.

2.11. Parents’ Continued Learning

For the mothers in the M/D Program, one of the highlights was the sense of
personal growth that they experienced. Developing mothers’ aspirations for their
own personal and professional growth is an important part of the teacher/parent
component. The mothers involved in the M/D Programs learned to become
leaders. They gained confidence to stand in front of a group and address other
women, teach them about ways to advocate for their children in school. In many
cases, the mothers of the girls in the program reported feeling so inspired by
their daughters’ enthusiasm for learning that they returned to school themselves
to complete high school. They moved on to community college to improve their
English before transferring to a state university for a BA degree, as is the case
with Alma Garcia.

Alma Garcia’s daughter began the M/D Program in the fifth grade.

Participating with the Mother/Daughter program has taught me what it means to be
supportive of my daughter, Marina. Although I felt that I had been supportive before,
for Marina it was fine with her to do the very least to get by. But this group taught me
how to get my daughter motivated and to go the extra mile for her. Just doing “good”



2. Delgado-Gaitan – Fostering Latino Parent Involvement 29

work isn’t enough to get to college and pursue a career. I’ve had to learn how to get
my daughter inspired to do the best that she can. That’s why talking constantly with her
teachers has been the best support net that my daughter has had. She knows that we’re
all in this together with her. That extra push for Marina has been the constant contact
with the other girls who can commiserate with her about not liking school. But she still
gets support to do the best work possible.

By the time that my daughter was in her first year of high school, she was so turned
on with school that she began pushing me to enroll in college. So, I’ve done that. I am
now enrolled at the state college, working toward a psychology major. What’s great is
that our getting involved in the Mother/Daughter program helped my daughter and then
she inspired me to go to college. We both laugh at the thought of graduating from college
together. It may just happen. [Translated from Spanish.]

In addition to school-sponsored M/D Programs, other community programs
exist that provide the context to assist Latino students’ educational needs.
One such organization is College Track. In northern California, this organi-
zation is improving communication with teachers, helping high school students
stay in school, and supporting high school students to graduate and pursue
college. College Track’s purpose is to provide intense, comprehensive, individual
academic assistance and information to high school students to achieve through
high school and college. On the school’s end, their responsibility is to inform
Latino high school students about local organizations that provide academic,
emotional, and financial support toward college. From building leadership
among parents to building collaborative relationships between parents and school
leaders, College Track effects change in the schools through organizing the
grassroots community, one parent at a time. The focus of this community-driven
school reform programs such as College Track is that they create the social
capital necessary to form equal partnerships between the community and the
schools. The community-driven school reform has as its goals to create public
policy while obtaining resources and eliminating disparity among groups in the
school and in the community.

2.12. Conclusion and Recommendations

Students whose parents are involved in their schooling are twice as likely to excel
academically. To Latino parents, “knowing how to navigate the school system”
means understanding the school requirements, learning to access resources,
and sustaining advocacy for students throughout their schooling. Where parent
involvement is concerned, there is no one size fits all. Although no single
model exists, effective programs have certain fundamental premises in common:
(1) commitment, (2) communication, (3) continuity, and (4) collaboration.
Educators and community members build relationships that support Latino
families when they build student and parent power. In addition to developing
higher academic benefits, students’ social adjustment strengthens. Furthermore,
when parents are involved, they develop higher self-esteem, which contributes
to students’ school success.
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However, without a systematic partnership program in place, many Latino
parents feel rather isolated when they attempt to participate in schools. Yet, every
effort on the parents’ part matters significantly as was the case in the Delgado-
Gaitan household, where our parents encouraged their 5 daughters to study
continuously. And in the early years when mom baked armloads of cupcakes for
our classroom, her presence bridged the cultural discontinuity between school
and home. My mother communicated with the school by using us as translators.
Our parents’ efforts produced five daughters who are all college graduates in
successful careers. In turn, the five daughters’ children have also succeeded
in school and attended college. Breaking the cycle of poverty and educational
neglect begins with the ties closest to us — the family and the school.

Parent involvement partnerships empower Latino families. It promotes high
aspirations for students, and builds a solid commitment to life-long learning.
Above all, graduating from high school and college and pursuing a professional
career, are most likely to be life goals for students whose parents are involved in
their education throughout their entire schooling experience. And these practices
are most likely to exist where schools and communities commit to making
effective partnerships a priority.

2.13. Recommendations for Family-School-Community
Partnerships

Although the San Mateo M/D Program efforts to assist Latinas on their journey
to college focused on girls and their mothers, the program model lends itself to
including boys and fathers. Thus, the entire family benefits from a well-designed
program. Executing parent involvement programs to support Latino girls and
boys’ academic achievement begins at the elementary school level.

Programs such as the M/D Program have taught us that beginning in the
fifth grade and continuing through high school, schools need to develop strong
academic socialization programs to support Latino students in their preparation
toward college. I identified seven major support activities that helped the students
to succeed academically in the M/D Program and which are replicable in schools
and communities:

1) Tutoring students on a regular basis is possible by bringing college students
to volunteer in the schools.

2) Mentoring students by pairing them with professionals supports not only their
academic program but also their socialization and opportunities to learn about
multiple career choices.

3) Study skill classes in schools or learning centers, teach students how to budget
time, obtain resources, and exercise discipline to achieve academic success.

4) Computer classes for students and their parents provide the family with
technical knowledge to assist students to complete their nightly homework.
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5) Volunteering in the community helps students to feel a sense of belonging to
and being responsible for the community in which they live.

6) Personal identity workshops for students and their parents guide students to
address personal cultural identity issues with the assistance of counselors.
Effective family-school-community efforts include these major components
in their paradigm.

7) Collaboration with community organizations such as College Track, which
assist less represented students to succeed in school and prepare for college.
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3
Parenting, Social-Emotional
Development, and School Achievement
of African American Youngsters

Ronald D. Taylor

In recent years, with the passage of No Child Left Behind Act (2001) (NCLB),
renewed attention has been devoted to the achievement gap and the school
achievement of ethnic minority children and youth. Ethnic differences in
academic performance appear when children are young and continue into
adulthood. For example, there are significant differences in the vocabulary
scores of African American and European American three and four year-olds
(National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, see Jencks and Phillips, 1998). Among
the nation’s fourth graders, African American children perform below European
American children on all subject areas assessed in the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (Campbell, Hombo, & Mazzeo , 2000). The scores of
African American 17 year-olds also fall significantly below European American
17 year-olds (Campbell, Hombo, & Mazzeo , 2000).

Ethnic differences in achievement are partially related to ethnic families’
economic resources. The rates of poverty among African American, Native
American and some Latino families are two to three times higher than the rate
for non-Latino White children. McLoyd (1998) noted that African American
children are also more likely to experience long-term poverty and live in areas of
concentrated poverty. Lee and Burkam (2002) have shown that ethnic differences
in achievement decline when families’ socioeconomic status (SES) is controlled.
Specifically, when SES was taken into account, black/white differences in math
achievement declined by nearly 50%. Also, gaps in reading declined by nearly
65%. Thus, in understanding the achievement of African American youngsters it
is important to examine the influence of family economic resources on children’s
functioning, and the processes through which the effects take place.

The present chapter is guided in part by the family economic stress model
(Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger, Rueter & Conger, 2000) shown in Figure 3.1.
The model suggests that families’ economic resources are linked to adolescents’
adjustment including their school achievement and psychological well-being
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Figure 3.1. Conceptual Model Linking Families’ Economic Resources And Other
Important Social Variables With Youngsters.

through processes occurring in the family. To date, this model is the most compre-
hensive formulation linking families’ economic resources to parents’ adjustment,
child-rearing practices, and youngsters’ outcomes. This chapter also discusses
how families’ SES is associated with important social variables (e.g., family
functioning, neighborhood conditions) that in turn, are linked to adolescents’
well-being. Other social contextual variables including families’ social networks,
schooling, and some personal attributes (e.g., ethnic identity) of youngsters will
be examined. The term, youngsters, used throughout the chapter refers to both
children and adolescents although the majority of the literature involves studies
on adolescents.

3.1. Economic Resources and Youngsters’ Adjustment

Findings have generally shown that families’ SES is significantly associated
with youngsters’ adjustment in the areas of internalizing (e.g., depression) and
externalizing problems (e.g., problem behavior, conduct problems; for a review,
see McLoyd, 1998).1 For instance, lower family income is associated with
behavioral problems of 3 and 5 year-olds (Liver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen,
2002). It appears that social class differences are associated with increasing
rates of externalizing problems during the preschool and early school years
(Stevenson, Richman & Graham, 1985). For older African American children
(10–11 years), low family income, negative financial events, and economic
pressures are significantly related to externalizing behavior and internalizing

1 Adolescents’ school achievement is one of several indicators of socio-emotional
adjustment and well-being that are highly interrelated. In this chapter, school achievement
will typically not be distinguished from the larger construct of psychological adjustment.
Routinely, correlations found with one indicator of adjustment are likely to have signif-
icant implications for other indicators.
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symptoms (Conger et al., 2002). Low SES in families is also associated with
chronic delinquency and serious offenses (Yoshikawa, 1994), along with poor
school performance (Lee & Burkam, 2002).

Advances in theoretical and empirical work on the role of families’ economic
resources in family functioning have made clear the importance of the duration
and timing of economic problems (McLoyd, 1998). The central questions in
this work have been whether the length of time children spend in poverty
has a predictable effect on their functioning and whether economic problems
have more impact in some developmental periods more than others. Signif-
icant numbers of African American children typically experience poverty of
long duration (Waggoner, 1998). In addition, internalizing and externalizing
problems increase the longer children experience poverty and economic problems
(Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, Klebanov, 1994; Hanson, McLanahan, & Thompson,
1997). Little available research suggests that links between low income
and children’s development are stronger for young children than adolescents
(Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997).

Two issues are important to note regarding the duration of economic
problems and its timing. First, particularly with African American families
and adolescents, research is needed on other potentially important outcome
measures. For example, economic difficulties may influence adolescents’ outlook
on the future and may compromise important social and emotional coping
skills that affect internalizing and externalizing problems. Second, moder-
ating processes that may be linked to attributes of the adolescents have
not been adequately assessed in theoretical or empirical work on family
income. Thus, for example, personal attributes or capacities (e.g., intellectual
functioning, social skills, and self-esteem) that appear to ameliorate the impact
of low income need further attention (Masten, 2001). Attributes, such as
physical attractiveness or self-confidence have also been found to promote
youngsters’ capacity to function in the context of economic disadvantage
(Elder, 1974).

The families’ neighborhood or community is another important social
contextual variable linked to families’ economic resources and associated with
adolescents’ well-being. As stated earlier, poor and working-class African
American families are more likely to live in economically disadvantaged or
distressed neighborhoods. Although research on neighborhood effects remains
surprisingly sparse, past work (e.g., Rutter, 1985; Caspi et al., 1993) suggests that
variables associated with characteristics of neighborhoods (e.g., rate of poverty
or rate of unemployment) are associated with an increase in delinquent behavior,
deviant peers, and problems in school. Similar findings have revealed that as
the proportion of low-income neighbors increases in a neighborhood, children’s
externalizing behavior increases (e.g., Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, Klebanov, 1994).
Also, research has shown the more that economically disadvantaged African
American mothers report their neighborhood has problems the lower the adoles-
cents’ self-esteem, and the higher their psychological distress and problem
behavior (Taylor, 2000). Youngsters in disadvantaged neighborhoods may be
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more prone to engage in problem behavior than youngsters in more advantaged
communities because they have more opportunities to find problem behavior and
have fewer social constraints (McLoyd, 1998; Brody et al., 2001; Brody et al.,
2003).

3.2. Economic Resources and Parents’ Functioning

In the family economic stress model (see Figure 3.1), families’ resources impact
parents’ social and emotional well-being and in turn, affect adolescents’ behavior.
For example, unemployed men are more depressed, anxious, and dissatisfied
with themselves than employed men. Unemployed men also are more likely
to engage in risky behavior than employed men (for a review see McLoyd,
1989). When African American fathers’ perceive themselves as a failure in
providing for the family, their psychological adjustment declines (Bowman,
1988). Financial strain is also positively linked to fathers’ pessimism about
the future (Galambos & Silberstein, 1987). McLoyd (1989) notes that mental
and physical maladies have also been associated with economic problems and
may compromise parents’ capacity to cope with daily life challenges, including
parenting.

Economic resources are also significantly associated with mothers’ psycho-
logical well-being (Conger et al., 1994; McLoyd et al., 1994; McLoyd, 1998;
Taylor et al., 2004). Mothers’ depression increases as their economic problems
rise (Brody et al., 1994; Conger et al., 2002, McLoyd et al., 1994). In comparison,
greater economic resources have been linked to mothers’ outlook on the future
(Brody et al., 1994; Taylor et al., 2004). For instance, when mothers report
financial resources are adequate to meet the families’ needs, they are more
optimistic about their future (Taylor et al., 2004). Mothers’ perceptions of
their self-efficacy and self-worth are also negatively associated with economic
problems (Brody et al., 1994). Similar to fathers, mothers with economic
problems appear to be at risk of physical as well as mental health problems that
challenge their coping capacities (e.g., Brody et al., 1994).

Neighborhood conditions and stressful life events are also important factors
linked to parents’ economic problems and associated with parents’ adjustment.
The effects of neighborhood conditions on parents’ adjustment has revealed that
the level of depressive symptoms is higher among residents of economically
disadvantaged urban neighborhoods (Ross, 2000). Ross found that in neighbor-
hoods with a high percentage of households below the poverty level and a high
number of mother headed households, social disorder was high and in turn,
positively associated with depression. Similar findings are apparent when African
American families living in rural economically disadvantaged communities are
compared to those in economically more secure towns (O’Brien, Hassinger, &
Dershem, 1994). It is not surprising that neighborhood disorder (e.g., vacant
and deserted buildings, drinking and drug dealing in public) is associated with
adults’ psychological distress (Cutrona et al., 2000). These stressors add to family
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distress, particularly for the mother. Other stressors significantly related to self
esteem and distress for mothers are family disruption (e.g., divorce, death in
family), work related events (e.g., job loss), and health problems (e.g., illness,
injury) (Taylor, 1997).

3.3. Parents’ Psychological Adjustment, Interpersonal
Relations, and Parenting Practices

In the family economic stress model, family income is linked to adolescents’
functioning through the influence of parents’ well-being and their interper-
sonal relations (see Figure 3.1). The link between parents’ well-being and the
experience of conflict and problematic relations have shown that parents’ psycho-
logical distress is associated with an increase in angry interactions among parents
or caregivers (Brody et al., 1994; Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger et al., 2002). For
example, parental depression is associated with a decrease in warm, harmonious
relations and positively associated with parents’ conflict concerning child-rearing
(Brody et al., 1994). Lower depression in caregivers is significantly related to
higher warmth and lower hostility (Conger et al., 2002). Mental health problems
of parents (e.g., depression, anxiety, social dysfunction, somatic symptoms)
are negatively associated with maternal and paternal support (e.g., Solantaus,
Leinonen, & Punamaki, 2004).

Parents’ psychological functioning and marital relations also spill over into
parenting practices and relations with youngsters. Marital strife is often linked to
the quality of parenting exhibited in the family (Conger et al., 2002). Nurturing,
involved parenting decreases as parents display hostile, aggressive behaviors
with one another. Marital conflict is associated with greater hostility toward
adolescents (Conger & Elder, 1994; Solantaus et al., 2004). In addition, mothers
experiencing marital problems are more likely to perceive their youngsters’
behavior as more deviant and are more likely to issue commands and to be
critical of the youngsters’ actions (Webster-Stratton, 1988).

The model also suggests parents’ adjustment and well-being have a direct
impact on parenting practices (see Figure 3.1). Thus, parents’ low self-
esteem, depression or anxiety, are expected to have a direct effect on the
practices they administer in the home. Depression in parents is associated
with increased punitive behavior (Ge et al., 1994; McLoyd et al., 1994).
Mothers’ depression is also associated with more negative and hostile forms
of punishment (scolding, yelling, hitting, threatening to send the child away,
McLoyd et al., 1994). In addition, mothers’ depression is associated with
negative perceptions of maternal responsibilities. Based on mothers’ self-
report and the report of her spouse, depression may be associated with lower
involvement and emotional support of their children (Conger et al., 1992).
Finally, other indicators, such as drugs or alcohol are associated with less
adequate parenting practices including less control of adolescent behavior
(King & Chassin, 2004).
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3.4. Parenting Practices and Youngsters’ Adjustment

Economic resources influence parents’ functioning, spousal relations and
parenting practices, which in turn, influence children’s positive or negative
adjustment (see Figure 3.1). Research has examined parenting dimensions
including control, support, and organization and their links to youngsters’
adjustment. Parental warmth and involvement are positively associated with
adolescents’ school achievement, positive peer relations, and self-confidence
(Conger et al., 1992). High quality parenting including emotional support and
involvement are associated with lower externalizing behavior (Solantaus et al.,
2004). Lower nurturance and involvement are positively linked to young-
sters’ externalizing symptoms (Conger et al., 2002). Harsher parenting is also
associated with youngsters’ conduct problems (Simons et al., 2002).

Evidence on parenting practices in controlling and shaping childrens’ behavior
have shown that more punitive forms of control and discipline (e.g., yelling,
hitting, threatening) are associated with adolescents’ cognitive distress (difficulty
making decisions) and depressive symptoms (McLoyd et al., 1994). Youngsters’
externalizing problems are also associated with increased punitive parenting
(Solantaus et al., 2004). A number of sources employing different methodologies
have revealed the importance of organization and structure in the family for
youngsters’ functioning (Clark, 1983; Taylor 1996; Taylor & Lopez, 2005). In
families that are organized and structured around order and routine, adolescents
obtain higher grades, engage in less problem behavior and experience lower
psychological distress (Taylor 1996; Taylor & Lopez, 2005).

3.5. Moderating Processes

Moderating processes, as described earlier, represent experiences or relations that
families may have that lessen the impact of economic resources on their capacity
to function well. There are a number of social variables that may be linked
to protective processes that diminish the impact of economic strain or enhance
the quality of African American parenting. For example, when families are
more likely to receive support from kin during economic hardship, moderating
processes (e.g., emotional support from adult relatives) may be helpful to the
adolescent (Dressler, 1985).

Kin support is positively associated with mothers’ and youngsters’ adjustment
(Taylor et al., 1993; Taylor & Roberts, 1995; Taylor, 1996). For example,
kin social and emotional support is positively linked to school achievement
and engagement (Taylor, 1996). Kin support may also enhance the quality of
parenting, and higher quality parenting is associated with higher adolescent
functioning (Taylor, 1996; Taylor & Lopez, 2005). Specifically, the negative
association of family income with parent-adolescent communication problems
is less apparent for families with high compared to low levels of kinship social
support (Taylor & Lopez, 2005). McLoyd (1998) noted that adults outside
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the home may indirectly influence youngsters’ socio-emotional functioning by
providing mothers support that enhances parental control. Nonparent adults may
also model positive behaviors for both youngsters and their parents.

Other research on moderating processes has shown that the qualities of neigh-
borhood in which families live may either buffer adolescents from problems or
make negative behaviors more likely to occur. For example, the negative effects
of harsh-inconsistent parenting and low nurturance on youngsters’ conduct
disorders are strongest among families living in the most disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods (Brody et al., 2003). Also, children early in pubertal maturation residing
in more disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to affiliate with deviant
peers than early maturing children living in less disadvantaged neighborhoods
(Ge et al., 2002).

3.6. School Context

Youngsters spend most of their waking hours in school and thus, school experi-
ences may have important links to their functioning. Indeed, schools have been
regarded as important social institutions in which to address problems of at-
risk youngsters (Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000). Eccles and colleagues
(e.g., Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998; Roeser
et al., 2000) have argued that to the extent youngsters perceive the school as an
environment in which they feel cared for and supported, they are more likely to
develop the psychological resources that promote achievement and good conduct.

Much of the research on school experiences and social-emotional development
has focused on school climate and its association with youngsters’ functioning.
School climate has been defined as organizational, instructional and interper-
sonal areas of the school environment (Loukas & Robinson, 2004). There is a
significant link between school climate and youngsters’ academic achievement
(Roeser et al., 2000; Schmitt et al., 1999; Taylor & Lopez, 2005). For example,
the more that youngsters perceive the school environment as emotionally
supportive, organized and safe, the higher their school achievement and school
engagement (Taylor & Lopez, 2005). A significant association between school
climate and adolescents’ psychological functioning exists (Roeser et al., 1998,
2000; Taylor & Lopez, 2005). For example, adolescents’ perceptions of school
climate (e.g., support for competence and autonomy, quality of relationships
with teachers) are significantly associated with their psychological well-being
(Roeser et al., 2000).

African American males are among several identifiable groups of students
who tend to have multiple problems in school (e.g., poor motivation, poor mental
health, poor academic behavior). These youngsters tend to report that the school
encourages a competitive, hostile environment in which some ethnic groups are
mistreated (Roeser et al., 2000). School climate may also moderate or buffer the
effects of risk factors on youngsters’ emotional and behavioral problems (Baker,
1998; Kuperminc, Leadbeater, & Blatt, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004.).
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Students at risk of interpersonal problems are less likely to report poor adjustment
when they perceive that the school climate has several positive features (e.g., high
cohesion, low friction, Loukas & Robinson, 2004).

3.7. Other Social Correlates of Adjustment
and Achievement

In recent years, there has been discussion of youngsters’ ethnic identity and its
role in their social and emotional development (Alvarez & Helms, 2001; Lee,
2005; Sellers et al., 1997). Some theorists (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu, 1985)
have argued that strong identification with their ethnic group may have a negative
impact on the academic achievement and adjustment of African American young-
sters. African American youngsters as a consequence of experiencing racial
discrimination allegedly develop a social identity that is oppositional in nature
and rejects school achievement as an appropriate goal (Fordham and Ogbu,
1986). In comparison, others have argued that strong ethnic identification may
promote youngsters’ functioning by enhancing their self-esteem and psycho-
logical well-being and by moderating the negative effects of racism and discrim-
ination (Azibo, 1992; Baldwin, 1980; Seaton, 2005).

Beyond the work of Fordham and Ogbu (1986), little empirical work has
shown that ethnic or collective social identity is negatively associated with
African American youngsters’ achievement and adjustment. An exception has
been work suggesting African American youngsters’ racial identity in opposing
school achievement is so pervasive, high achieving students must avoid contact
with other African American students in order to sustain their performance
(Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). Cook and Ludwig (1998) found no
evidence of the negative effects of an oppositional social identity in assessing
African American youngsters’ alienation from school (e.g., educational expecta-
tions, drop-out rate, academic effort) or social standing among their peers. Other
studies have also found that youngsters’ experiences with racial discrimination
are positively associated with racial identity development (Taylor et al., 1994).
Students’ ethnic identity is positively associated with their school achievement
and engagement (Taylor et al., 1994). Other work has also revealed the positive
association of youngsters’ racial identity with their psychological adjustment. For
example, racial identity is positively associated with self-esteem (Rowley et al.,
1998; Seaton, 2005). Racial identity is also negatively associated with adoles-
cents’ depressive symptoms (Seaton, 2005) and problem behavior (Sellers, et al.,
1998). The development of theoretical and empirical work on racial identity has
made it clear that is it is important to distinguish whether among other issues,
African American youngsters regard their race as a salient and a positive aspect
of the self. Indeed, youngsters who regard their race as central and positive
function more adequately (Seaton 2005; Sellers, Morgan & Brown, 2001).

The role of racial identity development in moderating the impact of racial
discrimination on adolescents’ social-emotional adjustment has also been
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examined. Racial discrimination is negatively associated with the mental and
physical health of African American adults (Williams, Neighbors & Jackson,
2003). Perceptions of discrimination are also negatively related to African
American youngsters’ grades (Powell & Arriola, 2003) and positively associated
with problem behavior (Guthrie et al., 2002; Prelow et al., 2004). Young-
sters’ racial identity appears to buffer them from some of the negative
effects of perceived discrimination (Seaton, 2005; Sellers & Shelton, 2003).
Among African American college students, those in their racial identification,
who believe and accept that other groups perceive African Americans in a
negative light, experience less distress as a result of their experiences with
racial discrimination (Sellers & Shelton, 2003). Also, adolescents labeled as
“Buffering/Defensive” view their race as personally salient and positive; and may
perceive and accept that others hold negative views of their race (Seaton, 2005).
Among this group, experiences with racial discrimination are not negatively
associated with their self-esteem. Interestingly, however, “Buffering/Defensive”
adolescents who experience racial discrimination also are more likely to
report depression. It may be that youngsters’ psychological defenses are not
invulnerable. The formation of a racial identity as a central and highly evaluated
component of the self-concept may offer some African American youngsters
some protection from racial discrimination. However, youngsters’ resources may
not yet be sufficient to fend off all experiences all the time.

3.8. Conclusions and Recommendations

The chapter suggests that in order to understand the links between parenting
practices in African American families and youngsters’ emotional adjustment
and achievement, it is important to consider the larger social context in which
the family resides. Families’ economic resources play a significant role in deter-
mining where families live and the nature of social resources to which they have
access. To the extent that families have sufficient financial resources, parents
and youngsters function more adequately. However, when families’ resources
fall short of their needs both youngsters’ and parents’ social and emotional well-
being are at greater risk. The resources present in the families’ neighborhood
have also been linked to parents’ and adolescents’ well-being. Findings also
indicate that youngsters’ adjustment and achievement is significantly associated
with the manner in which parents are affected by their economic circumstances.

For parents, being unable to provide for the family may lead to questions of
self-worth, competence and depression. Parents may also have concerns about
the future that further darken their outlook. Research indicates that parents
are also prone to experience marital problems when they experience economic
difficulties. The stress associated with living with insufficient resources may
precipitate family conflict. Both family conflict and parents’ depression are
linked to parents’ childrearing practices. Lower family conflict and lower parental
psychological distress are positively associated with youngsters’ social-emotional
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adjustment and achievement. Social support typically from extended family and
living in a community with more resources buffers youngsters from potential
stressors and enhances the quality of parenting they are likely to experience.
Also, the climate (organization, safety, emotional support, academic orientation)
of the schools in which youngsters attend is associated with their psycho-social
functioning. Finally, the development of adolescents’ racial or ethnic identity
appears to enhance their adjustment and buffers them from the negative effects
of racial discrimination.

From the perspective of policy and practice, in order to address the adjustment
and school achievement of African American youngsters, several conclusions
are apparent. First, the research reviewed here suggests that it is important
to improve the social and financial resources available to African American
families. The most advantageous strategies are likely to be those that create
employment opportunities, build skills and competencies, and enhance the social
organization of communities. The findings reviewed suggest that parents function
more adequately when they do not face the stress of struggling to make ends meet
for the family. Improving the social conditions, including reducing crime and
neighborhood physical deterioration and improving access to social resources
should be part of any comprehensive plans for addressing the problematic links
between families’ resources, parenting practices and youngsters’ adjustment.

Second, efforts should be devoted to enhancing families’ social network.
Research suggests that promoting the web of social networks in families’ social
surroundings (e.g., based in the family, connected to families’ religious obser-
vance, originating and maintained in the community) will likely enhance family
functioning and youngsters’ adjustment and moderate the impact of stressors in
the environment. Schools because of their prominent role in the community are
in an advantageous position to serve as a conduit for social agents who serve
families and the community. Schools also play an important role in promoting
youngsters’ psychological health. Thus, by creating emotionally supportive,
safe, structured climates that are developmentally appropriate and reasonably
free of racial bias, schools are likely to promote adolescents’ adjustment and
achievement. The work on school climate, indeed, suggests that it is those with
the most challenges to their school performance and engagement who may
benefit the most from positive changes in school environments.

Third, additional research is needed on the mental health and caregiver relations
in African American families. In the family economic stress model utilized here,
parents’ mental health, marital relations and parenting practices are the mecha-
nisms that link economic resources to youngsters’ adjustment. Thus, with greater
resources parents allegedly enjoy better mental health including less depression,
and better marital relations, including less conflict, and in turn, display increased
emotional support for their children. Unfortunately, there are important gaps in the
literature for African American families. There is a scarcity of research on marital
or caregiver relations and the impact on youngsters’ adjustment. It is also likely that
for economic, social and cultural reasons, African American families are under-
served in assistance for problems in mental health and marital relations. Thus, one
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pointofadvocacy for thoseworkingwithAfricanAmericanyoungstersand families
involves the adequate examination and analysis of mental health challenges and an
increase in access to appropriate services.

Finally, it is important to note that while the family economic stress model
was developed to explain the social and emotional functioning of economically
vulnerable families, there is little reason to believe that the basic processes of
that model do not apply to all African American families. Working, middle-
class and affluent families may be less likely to experience economic pressures
that lead to depression, marital conflict, and less adequate parenting practices.
However, the same set of processes is likely to exist for parents with higher SES
just on a different scale. Psychological distress and caregiver conflict, no matter
what their source, may impede the administration of good parenting practices.
Also, the effective parenting practices identified here (e.g., warmth, control
and monitoring, organization and structure) have been linked to youngsters’
adjustment across families’ socioeconomic status.

Recommendations based on the research reviewed in this chapter include:

• Devote greater social and financial resources to disadvantaged communities.
Tax breaks and capital investment are possible strategies for investment in
struggling neighborhoods. Also, targeted deployment of law enforcement
personnel to troubled neighborhoods has proven useful in some urban areas.

• Locate important social services (e.g., well-baby clinic, GED and adult literacy
instruction) in schools so that schools in urban communities can connect
social networks serving families and the community in a more comprehensive
manner.

• Work with city, state and community leaders to increase psychological services
devoted to poor communities. Services aimed at addressing psychological
distress and marital relations are likely to benefit children and parents.

• Educate parents regarding the role of parenting practices and marital relations
in the well-being of youngsters.

• Educate parents concerning the value and importance of good mental health
and the availability of services for adults and youngsters.

• Inform educational personnel regarding the relations between non-instructional
factors (e.g., poverty, family functioning, school climate) and youngsters’
school achievement.

• Educate schools personnel regarding the complexities and challenges of
serving an increasingly more racially diverse student population.
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4
Asian Pacific American Cultural
Capital: Understanding Diverse Parents
and Students

Valerie Ooka Pang

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an informed discussion regarding the
cultural values that shape the behaviors and achievement of Asian Pacific American
(APA) students. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological model of human devel-
opment is used to explain how many APA families encourage and reinforce educa-
tional achievement. A central idea in this chapter is “cultural capital,” which
refers to the attitudes, expectations, knowledge, and behaviors parents pass on
to their children that assist them in succeeding in school and society. To illus-
trate this central premise, the chapter also employs Sue and Okazaki’s (1990)
concept of relative functionalism as a key element in Asian cultural capital as
it relates to both educational achievement and upward mobility. In addition,
the chapter discusses the experiences and educational needs of diverse APA
groups (e.g., Chinese, Filipino, Hmong, Japanese, Korean, Lao, Vietnamese,
etc.). Though their educational needs may be similar, their social and academic
experiences may differ due to various elements such as history and generational
levels in the US. The chapter concludes with recommendations for educators
to encourage and collaborate with Asian American students and their families.

4.1. Asian Pacific American Diversity

Asians generally share similar cultural values. For example, researchers find
that many APA parents and their children have high regard for education.
Nonetheless, their views and behavior may differ depending on ethnic group
membership, socio-economic class, generation in the United States, assimilation
levels, and other factors (Agbayani-Siewert, 1994; Benham & Heck, 1998;
Chang, 2003; Cordova, 1983; Goyette & Xie, 1999; Heras & Patacsil, 2001;
Hirschman & Wong, 1986; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Kiang & Lee 1993; Kim, 1980;
Kim, 2002; Kitano & DiJiosia, 2002; Lee, 1996; Nordoff, 1985; Pang, 1990;
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Rumbaut, 1997; Slaughter-Defoe et al., 1990; Sue & Sue, 1973; Tanabe &
Rochon, in press; Uba, 1994). The discussion in this chapter indicates that
APA parents employ differing methods to encourage educational success in their
children. For this reason, some APA families and groups may be more successful
in schools than others as illustrated in this chapter.

Researchers also find that APA youth are in need of educational services
that are not being provided in schools (Benham & Heck, 1998; Flores, 1998;
Rumbaut, 1997). Unfortunately, educators operate as if the “model minority”
myth, a belief that all APA students are high achievers, is true (Hune & Chan,
1997). Zhou (Ch. 7, this volume) and Lee (Ch. 10, this volume) discuss this
myth in proceeding chapters of this book. An overgeneralized view of Asian
Pacific Americans is a powerful force in society. This viewpoint arises from
the belief that “Asians” are a homogeneous group of model minority students.
When data are gathered in school districts and aggregated into broad categories
such as APA, research on academic achievement seems to indicate high levels of
scholarship and thus the label, “whiz kids” has been used to describe many APAs.

Unfortunately, this portrayal does not accurately reflect the performance of
individuals and particular ethnic groups. Some research suggests that Samoan
Americans, Cambodian Americans, Native Hawaiians, and Lao Americans have
not, as separate groups, been highly successful in schools (Lee, 1996; Long, 1996;
Pang, 1990; Kiang, 2002; Reeves & Bennett, 2003). The academic achievement
profiles of various APA groups differ and disaggregated statistical information
can assist researchers in better understanding the specific needs of APA ethnic
groups (Hune & Chan, 1997; Nordoff, 1985; Pang, Kiang, Pak, & 2004).

4.2. Asian Pacific Americans

Presently, there are approximately 12 million Asian Pacific Americans, and
they have increased by 72.2 percent since 1990 (Youngberg, 2001). The U.S.
Census Bureau predicts that the APA population will increase to 33.5 million
by 2050 (Committee of 100, 2005). APAs encompass a number of highly
diverse ethnic groups, including those of Cambodian, Chinese, East Indian,
Filipino, Guamanian, Hawaiian, Hmong, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Laotian,
Samoan, Thai, Tibetan, and Vietnamese cultural heritages. The U.S. Bureau of
the Census also included the following groups within the category of all other
Asians in the 1980 Census (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983): Bangladeshi,
Bhutanese, Bornean, Burmese, Celbesian, Cernan, Indochinese, Iwo-Jiman,
Javanese, Malayan, Maldivian, Nepali, Okinawan, Sikkimese, Singaporean, and
Sri Lankan (Gardner & Smith, 1985). In total, APAs are one of the fastest-
growing minority groups in the United States. From 1970 to 1980 the APA
population increased by approximately 143% (Suzuki, 1988). And from 1980 to
1990 the APA population continued to grow, numbering 7.3 million people and
representing almost 3% of the U.S. population in 1990 (Ong & Hee, 1993).
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The APA student population has also seen dramatic growth. During the 1980s,
the number of Asian and Pacific Islander American children increased from a
little over 900,000 to 1.7 million (Kiang & Lee, 1993). In states like California,
New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, the number of APA school-age
students grew during this decade at a rate of over 100%. Various factors account
for the explosive population increase. For example, the numbers of Korean
immigrant children have grown because of the expansion in adoption of youth
by U.S. families (Chan, 1991). In addition, the number of immigrants from
Southeast Asia increased as a result of the Vietnam War. Kiang and Lee (1993)
reported that one district in Massachusetts saw the addition of 35 to 50 new
Cambodian and Laotian students registering for school each week in 1987.
Taking into consideration birthrate and continued immigration, it is projected
that the APA student population will continue to increase.

Since the APA community is complex and includes many ethnic groups, it
is important to identify the terms utilized in this chapter. The terminology and
definitions adopted for this piece were taken from a document written by the
Committee of 100, a non-partisan Chinese American leadership organization
(Committee of 100, 2005, p. 16):

• Asians are persons who have origins in peoples of the Far East (Chinese,
Filipino, Japanese, Korean), Southeast Asia or the Indian subcontinent.

• Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders are persons who have origins in
peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, Palau, Micronesia, Mariana Islands, or
other Pacific Islands.

• Southeast Asian generally refers to Burmese, Cambodian, Hmong, Laotian,
Thai, and Vietnamese.

• South Asian generally refers to Asian Indian, Bangladeshi, Bhutanese,
Nepalese, Pakistani, Tibetan, and Sri Lankan.

These terms and their definitions demonstrate the diversity found within the
APA community. Though many individuals think of Asian Pacific Americans
as a homogenous group, the listing above shows the extensive within group
diversity.

4.3. Ecology of Human Development

The interactions of APA parents and their children within their ethnic commu-
nities and in general society can be explained by using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979,
1986) ecology of human development. Bronfenbrenner identified five environ-
mental systems to explain a range of contexts and factors that contribute to
maturation. Since the first four are most pertinent to the experiences of APA
children in this chapter, they will be the focus of the discussion. These four
ecological systems can be used to explain the complexities involved in how
APA parents impart educational values and guide the academic development of
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their children. In each environmental system, the child is placed at its center and
linkages are shown to influence the life of the person. Though more detailed
illustrations are given in a subsequent section, here is a summary of these four
systems:

1) Microsystem – daily interactions with family members, peers, and teachers;
2) Mesosystem – influence of the connections of various microsystems. For

example, parents who have positive relationships with teachers may be helpful
in the child’s learning process;

3) Exosystem – the influence of other settings that are further removed from a
child. For example, state curriculum standards may indirectly shape his/her
schooling experiences; and

4) Macrosystem – the socio-cultural values of society that influence the devel-
opment of a child. For example, the lack of APA role models found in
mainstream culture may negatively impact the ethnic identity formation of a
young person.

Though Bronfenbrenner has identified family relationships as a fundamental
ecology in the development of children, he also believed in the importance of
other ecological systems that interact with the family system. In his theoretical
framework, people are seen as individuals who interact within a range of social
contexts. Individuals also have diverse characteristics that include ethnicity, age,
immigration history, generation in the United States, gender, religious affili-
ations, interests, and talents that shape their experiences. For example, APA
parents may be first generation immigrants who hold strong traditional cultural
values, such as respect for elders and high regard for education. Since many
children go to school with these values, students not only assimilate into the
school culture, their ethnic beliefs about education become more connected to
expected achievement behaviors and norms of society. In addition, their ethnic
identity may be generally positive due to ethnic group experiences, such as
participation in after-school Chinese school and ethnic churches, which often-
times reinforce these values. Parents may also engage children in discussions
regarding the importance of college and these discussions over time provide a
strong educational orientation. Therefore, as children mature, they develop their
own systems of beliefs. The examples above indicate how the cultural capital
that many Asian Pacific American students may bring to schools work well with
mainstream educational expectations.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system of human development is a multi-layered
theory and supports data from different disciplines such as anthropology,
sociology, and psychology. The theory explains how an individual interacts in
various contexts and through these interactions children develop and mature. In
addition, since environments are dynamic and always changing, shifting social
influences shape individual development over time. It is important to note that the
following section includes studies as examples in understanding the complexities
of APA cultures and development. Many of the selected studies were large-scale
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research projects that encompassed several groups. Other studies are represen-
tative of certain APA groups. Due to the limits of this chapter, it was impossible to
represent all APA groups equally and should be interpreted carefully. However,
since many APAs do share some similar experiences and hold the family as a
central unit, this chapter highlights the importance of cultural capital through
Bronfenbrenner’s model.

4.4. The Four Ecological Environments and Their Impact
on Human Development

The first context that a child finds him/herself in is the microsystem. Within this
context, the child interacts with and responds to parents, siblings, extended family
members, neighbors, and peers. In this ecological paradigm, the child interacts
with others and constructs meaning that arises out of life experiences. The
interactions are reciprocal rather than passive. At this level, much time is spent
with parents and other family members. Since the family is the most important
structure in the transmission of cultural values (Sata, 1983), particularly for an
APA family, it is essential to provide examples of parent-children interactions.
The examples discussed below indicate that though parents may value education
and are communicating with their children, parent-child interaction patterns may
slightly differ in the APA community depending on factors such as generation
in the United States, immigrant status, and ethnic membership.

Research indicates that APA parents are often involved in the education of
their children through childrearing practices. One important study conducted
by Cabezas (1981) examined the early childhood development of 233 Asian
American families (Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese) from the San
Francisco-Oakland metropolitan area. He researched parental values and commu-
nication styles. The author found in his sample that Asian American mothers,
both native born and immigrant, tended to use question-asking behaviors rather
than modeling, cueing or direct commands. Native-born Asian American mothers
used more question behaviors than others. The Chinese and Filipino mothers
who were born overseas used more direct commands and held more authoritarian
beliefs than other mothers. In the families where mothers asked more questions,
the children (preschool and primary grades) also responded with more questions
and sought more verbal approval from their mothers. Other studies, such as
the research conducted by Chao (2001) found that Chinese American parents
were more authoritarian based on cultural values. In general, researchers have
found that authoritarian parenting appears to be effective with Asian students
and encourages them to do well in school, however, as noted earlier, generation,
ethnic group, and assimilation levels should be considered.

Another study looked at the parent-children relationships of Southeast Asian
American refugees. Rumbaut and Ima, (1988) in San Diego collected extensive
data on 579 youth, while general comparative information was collected on 1485
junior and senior high students. Vietnamese, Chinese Vietnamese, and Hmong
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parents stressed and pressured students to achieve more than Lao and Khmer
parents. Rumbaut and Ima hypothesized that Vietnamese, Chinese Vietnamese,
and Hmong parents exercised stronger parental control over their children.
Vietnamese American students were more likely to feel familial obligation and
to be competitive in school since parents stressed the critical nature of collective
survival. It was important that all members of the family including children
contribute to the status and future of the family (Rumbaut & Ima, 1988). In
contrast, the Lao and Khmer samples were from more rural areas and were less
educated. These parents valued a more individualist orientation and encouraged
their children to move out of the house sooner, therefore these children did
not hold the same achievement responsibilities to the family. Though the levels
of parental styles and expectations varied, along with socio-economic status,
parents generally encouraged academic success.

As children mature, Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of human development expands
to include linkages between several microsystems to form a mesosystem. In
this level, microsystems, may conflict or reinforce each other. In some cases
on a micro level as seen through the earlier examples, Asian Pacific American
parents have taught their children to value education, which is reinforced by the
ethnic culture. These two microsystems work together to form a belief system
that supports academic achievement. The child internalizes the importance of
education and is motivated to bring honor to the family and community; this
creates a “culturally compatible” orientation (Slaughter-Defoe et al., 1990). The
two microsystems demonstrate cultural continuity in the immigrant subculture
of the APA families to values found in mainstream schools (Kao, 2004; Kim
1980). The two systems are working collaboratively to reinforce the importance
of academic achievement.

This cultural orientation can also be seen in the research of Kao (2004).
Kao studied parent-child relationships using the National Education Longitudinal
Study of 1988. Asian American and Hispanic eighth graders and their parents
were first sampled in 1988 and then additional data was gathered every two years
through 1994. Kao’s (2004) study reported data from students in the tenth and
twelfth grades. Results showed that Asian American immigrant parents exercised
more decision-making over their first generation Asian children than the parents
of third generation Asian peers. Therefore, the parent-child relationships of
immigrant parents were much more authoritarian, a relationship that is more
strict and did not allow children as much independence (Kao, 2004).

Like the study by Rumbaut and Ima, Kao found students who held strong tradi-
tional cultural values towards education and had solid relationships with parents,
were more likely to be successful in school. In addition, Kao found that first and
second generation Asian parents talked with their children about college and the
importance of studying for standardized tests such as the Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT). Kao hypothesized that Asian American students of immigrant
parents were more likely to feel obligation towards their family and internalize
their parents’ high academic expectations. This example illustrates how two
systems worked closely together to encourage academic achievement: one was
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the parenting style of immigrant parents and the second was the cultural value
belief system of parents.

Research has also been conducted on other APA youth populations. Lee (1996)
studied Hmong high school students and found that “1.5 generation” (those who
were born in the home country but who came to the US as children), “second
generation” (those born in the US to immigrant parents), and “third generation”
(those who were born to second generation parents) have taken on various
identities. Some youth are more traditional in their identity and others who are
successful in school believe educational success will lead to career success, while
others do not believe that schooling experiences will lead to increased mobility in
society. Other researchers have also found that some second generation Hmong
youth had serious conflicts with parents, schooling, and did not feel accepted in
mainstream society. A number of these young people became involved in Asian
gangs or dropped out of school (Rumbaut & Ima, 1988).

In a follow-up study of Hmong high school students, Lee (2001) found that
though many Hmong youth faced influential forces of assimilation, they were
still connected to issues of cultural identity, generation, age, and marital status.
In fact, some were unusually protective of their cultural background (Lee, 2001).
Her research demonstrated how different microsystems come into contact with
each other and influence the development of APA youth. Though schools are
strong institutions of cultural assimilation, parents and students are working
toward finding ways to develop a bicultural orientation. Unfortunately, some
teachers operate on the overgeneralized stereotype of the model minority and
do not understand that culture is important to many of their Hmong students no
matter what generation they represent. Lee (2001) found many Hmong students
to have created a dynamic balance between traditional and mainstream US
cultures. They value their home cultures, but clearly do not feel accepted by the
majority of other students or school faculty.

Exosystem is an ecological environment in which individuals have no power to
change or influence the embedded system. Numerous examples show how APA
members are affected by school personnel and others. The following discussion
on Filipino American parents and children is one example of being part of an
environmental context that they did not choose.

The cultural background of Filipino Americans includes the values, history,
and cultural behaviors of colonial countries that dominated the Philippines for
numerous years. The Philippines was a Spanish colony for more than 350 years
from 1521 until 1898. Later the country was controlled by the United States
after the US defeated Spain in the Spanish American War (Flores, 1998). As
a case study of colonialism, Santos (1983) and Cordova (1983) believed that
the domination of these countries created a colonial mindset in many Filipinos
and Filipino Americans. A colonial mindset may be an obstacle to feeling full
inclusion in society and can impact the success of parents and their children in
society (Santos, 1983). Filipinos, however, came to the United States with many
cultural assets. Most Filipinos know English and they have been raised in cultural
traditions that are similar to those in the United States. For example, many
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Filipino immigrants are Christian or Catholic and have attended school systems
that were modeled after those in the U.S. Education is an important value in the
family and parents work hard to ensure that their children have educational oppor-
tunities (Cordova, 1983; Agbayani-Siewert, 1994; Santos, 1983). Children are
expected to do well in school. Filipino American parents and children may hold
many values and language skills that are culturally compatible with mainstream
society (Agbayani-Siewert, 2004), however, it is important to understand the
history and background of their experiences.

Macrosystem is an extensive ecological context that includes the general
society. Though the child is at the center of the circle, his/her experiences are
now influenced by other powerful systems such as mainstream society and global
issues. Therefore, the individual encounters more value orientations, perspec-
tives, and ways of being that may support or conflict with his/her socio-cultural
expectations. In the macrosystem, APA youth may encounter a variety of these
experiences. One powerful force is cultural assimilation and even racism in their
maturation process (Pang, 2006). Cultural assimilation is the process in which
an individual takes on the culture of the host community and removes aspects
of the home and ethnic cultures such as language, behaviors, and attitudes.

As part of the developmental process, APA youth develop an identity, who
they are, what they think is important, and where they belong. This can be a
difficult process when they encounter consistent messages that they do not belong
in US society. APA parents and youth often encounter comments and other forms
of prejudice that convey the message that they are foreigners and not Americans
(Agbayani-Siewert, 1994; Benham & Heck, 1998; Chang, 2003; Cordova, 1983;
Flores, 1998; Hune & Chan, 1997; Kiang, 2002; Louie, 2004; Pang, 2006). In
addition, young people face powerful forces of cultural assimilation where they
receive continual messages that to be an “American” means the giving up of
home languages, cultural behaviors, and cultural values that may differ from the
mainstream. As a member of at least two cultural communities, Asian or Pacific
Islander and mainstream, the process of identity development can be extremely
confusing.

Sue and Okazaki (1990) posed a pragmatic construct of relative functionalism
in understanding cultural capital. Since they believe that Asian Pacific Americans
have experienced extensive societal oppression, the researchers theorized that
many APAs perceive education as one of the few avenues that they can utilize
to become successful. Therefore, Sue and Okazaki believe parents teach their
children in covert and overt ways to work harder in order to succeed in schools
and in society to fight racism. This pragmatic approach was also proposed by
Suzuki (1977), who argued that APAs, such as Chinese Americans, Japanese
Americans, and Korean Americans pursued education, because of the discrimi-
nation they faced in employment. Suzuki believed that some Asian Americans
felt that schooling and earning advanced degrees would provide their children
with upward mobility. In addition, many Asian Americans believed in a type of
meritocracy. Though they may not be able to rise to the same socio-economic
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level of mainstream Americans with the same degree of accomplishments, they
believed education was their most promising pathway for career advancement.

Historically, there are many examples where legalized and covert oppression
has shaped the lives of Asian Pacific Americans. For example, in Hawaii, there
are many instances that can be identified. To begin with, Hawaiians have had
their lands taken from them and were politically marginalized with little voice in
the Hawaiian government until recent times. In addition, many Hawaiians have
suffered from unemployment, lack of housing, and poor health. Examples can
also be found in schools. In 1994, native Hawaiian youth made up 23 percent of
the student population in Hawaii, but comprised 33 percent of special education
students (Benham & Heck 1998). However, Hawaiian Americans have become
politically active and are working towards preserving their cultural heritage.
Through this self-empowerment movement, Hawaiians are encouraging their
children to go to college and attend high achieving schools. Parents and the
community want their young people to be academically successful. One of the
most powerful organizations in Hawaii is the Bishop Estate. This institution
supports Kamehameha Schools originally founded by Princess Bernice Pau‘ahi
Bishop to ensure the education of Hawaiian children. In order to attend these
schools, children must be part Hawaiian.

Cultural and economic oppression are extremely powerful forces. Initially,
Hawaii was one of the most literate communities in the world, however, this
changed when non-Hawaiians took control of the islands and forced Hawaiians
to eliminate their language and cultural ways of living. However, after statehood
was achieved, the revival of community and culture began to take hold. Unfortu-
nately, due to historical racism, one of the major issues for Native Hawaiians is
literacy. In 1991, a report issued by the Bishop Estate noted that about one third of
Native Hawaiians were functionally illiterate (Benham & Heck, 1998). Scholars
believe that severe cultural and political issues act as obstacles to the education
of Native Hawaiians. For example, many Native Hawaiian children come to
school speaking Hawaiian Creole English. This dialect is an integral aspect of
Hawaiian identity and culture (Au & Jordan, 1977; Benham & Heck, 1998).

Students, however, are often criticized and penalized for use of the home
dialect and told to speak Standard English. This cultural conflict can result
in students retreating from their studies or ignoring their teachers. Culturally
relevant teaching has been found to be an excellent approach for teachers to
use with Hawaiian students (Au & Jordan, 1977). In this way both the content
and context of the students’ cultures are integrated into the curriculum and
instruction of the classroom (Pang, 2005). Today, in some schools, such as the
Kamehameha Schools, Hawaiian history, culture, and language are integrated
into the instructional curriculum along with communication styles that are
familiar to children (Benham & Heck, 1998; Au & Jordan, 1977). These strategies
have been implemented and used to form the foundation of educational reform
at the Kamehameha Schools. Parents and community leaders believe that the
Hawaiian culture must be protected, integrated, and honored in schools so that
children develop a strong sense of who they are. Though macrosystems that
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include racism and social oppression have discouraged the development of
educational opportunities for Hawaiians, parents, students, community leaders,
and educators have worked together to provide educational opportunities for
students.

In this level of macrosystems, the socialization of Korean American children
was effected by racism. Kim (1980) studied a total of 408 Korean American
parents and elementary age children who lived in Chicago and Los Angeles.
The researcher collected data through interviews and questionnaires. Parents
believed strongly in education and had high expectations for their children; they
wanted them to be successful in schools and later in their careers. Kim found that
approximately three-quarters of mothers worked outside of the home. Within this
sample, approximately 30 percent of parents and children in Chicago identified
instances of discrimination at school. They reported that children experienced
name-calling, being picked on, or were bullied. Parents also described their own
personal problems with discrimination. The adults were frustrated with their
ability to advance in society because of their Korean ancestry and language
limitations. Approximately two-thirds of the Chicago sample, both mothers and
fathers, were working in skilled, semi-skilled, unskilled, or had no position
outside of the home. Few were professionals, managers, or business owners.
Many parents felt that prejudice was an element in their inability to advance.
Therefore, parents taught their children to be high achievers in school, and
emphasized that they were to learn English well so they could assimilate quickly
into school culture.

Parents in the Los Angeles sample reported that about 42 percent of the men
and 32 percent of the women were professionals, managers, clerks or business
owners. Many had discussed a downward trend in their careers when they
migrated to the United States. Many subjects indicated a need for English fluency
and this might also add to their inability to secure a position that was equal to
their educational accomplishments. Parental attitudes conveyed to children were
also studied regarding career aspirations. Korean American children in the Los
Angeles sample reported that their parents had high levels of career aspirations
for them. For example, 35.5 percent of the children who lived in Los Angeles
reported that their parents wanted them to be doctors or lawyers and 7.6 percent
felt their parents wanted them to be scientists. These numbers are quite different
from a reported 3 percent of the sample indicating that the child thought their
parents wanted him/her to be a politician.

Kim, however, also found parents held conflicting beliefs. They wanted their
children to do well in mainstream schools and to learn mainstream ways, but
they also did not want their children to lose the ability to speak Korean or give
up their cultural values. Like Sue and Okazaki, this study indicates that parents
are well aware of societal prejudice and believe that children must work hard
in order to combat obstacles of racism that they will encounter by achieving
in school.

As with other Asian Pacific American communities, Japanese Americans value
family and education (De Vos, 1973; Kitano, 1976). However, the macrosystem
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has been extremely powerful in the rapid cultural assimilation process of Japanese
Americans. This is largely due to their historical experiences with institu-
tional and societal racism in the United States during the first half of the
Twentieth Century. Historically, their experience has been somewhat different
than more recent Asian immigrant groups. Chinese immigrants were the first
ethnic group to be denied entry into the United States by name with the
passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. Racism against Asian Americans
continued. During World War II, 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds of
whom were US born citizens, were incarcerated by their own government after
the bombing of Pearl Harbor. These citizens were perceived as foreigners and
traitors.

Because of racism, evidenced by their removal, many lost their homes, farms,
businesses, possessions, and sense of self. In addition after the war when they
returned to birthplaces such as Seattle, San Francisco, and Portland, they were
labeled, humiliated, excluded, and discriminated against in housing, employment,
and in schools. Japanese Americans felt their honor and pride had been damaged
and wanted to demonstrate their loyalty to mainstream society. Since most of
the Japanese at that time held a belief system that was founded on the traditional
values of Meiji Japan, they valued community, honor, and education. This also
included sensitivity to others and a need to belong to a collective, therefore
they were more vulnerable to criticism of others (Kitano, 1976; Sata, 1983;
Yamamoto & Iga, 1983).

Due to the extreme racism that Japanese American parents and their children
experienced during World War II, outward cultural customs and artifacts were
not encouraged. So many third generation and beyond youth were never taught
to speak Japanese at home. Parents did not want their children to experience the
humiliation and prejudice that they felt, so many parents wanted their children to
grow up being “two hundred percent” American (Kitano, 1976). The process of
cultural assimilation of Japanese Americans has been one of the most compre-
hensive in APA ethnic groups. In addition, since the immigration of Japanese
Americans was halted in 1924 with the Asian Exclusion Act, the Japanese
American community became isolated and tight knit.

These forces contributed to what Sue and Okazaki identified as relative
functionalism. Japanese American parents believed that their children had to
work hard and to excel in school. Education was one of the few ways that
their children could access economic mobility especially in a country that touted
the principle of equal educational opportunity. Many Japanese Americans are
upwardly mobile because of their belief in effort, importance of family honor
and community status, strong sense of pragmatism, higher levels of assimilation,
and accessing educational avenues.

In a society where cultural assimilation is expected, a bicultural balance may
be difficult to maintain as Tanabe and Rochon (in press) found in working
with the Hmong community in Wisconsin. Tanabe and Rochon discovered that
Hmong parents and their children were committed to the educational and career
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success of their young people, however this was a struggle because of less
financial resources, lack of language abilities, and lack of educational networks.

Tanabe and Rochon, however, created and implemented the Hmong
Leadership Project. The purpose of this program was to develop a pipeline
for members of the Hmong community in Wisconsin to become teachers and
principals. At the time they started the program, there were no Hmong teachers
in the local school districts. Through a comprehensive collaboration between
local Hmong elders, university faculty, and local educator organizations, they
established a pipeline program. Their program has been successful and over 40
Hmong have become certified teachers and one woman is now a principal in the
local district in Wisconsin.

The cultural assimilation process was proceeding at a rapid pace. Many of
the new Hmong teachers, who were second generation, could no longer speak
Hmong. Though the first language of these young certified teachers was Hmong
and they are in their mid twenties, they lacked the vocabulary to effectively
communicate with Hmong parents. The process of cultural assimilation had
enveloped them so they asked for Hmong interpreters to assist them in parent-
teacher conferences. The Hmong teachers found themselves without an extensive
vocabulary that allowed them to successfully communicate with Hmong parents.
This led to the addition in the Hmong Leadership Project of a cultural preser-
vation component. It became apparent that the Hmong community desired to
preserve their culture, but did not know how to do so. They approached Rochon
and Tanabe and consequently, cultural and linguistic components were integrated
into the program. The collaborative leadership of the project understood that
ethnic identity and ethnic community were still critical components of how
Hmong teachers identified themselves.

4.5. Conclusion and Recommendations

This chapter demonstrates how Bronfenbrenner’s model can be used to explain
how multiple forces influence the actions of parents in the development of their
children. This model can be taught to teachers so they better understand the
complex sociocultural systems that influence the achievement of Asian Pacific
American students. Teachers can also understand how to utilize the model in
developing programs that will more fully serve APA youth. Though parents and
immediate family members are most significant, other influences affect children.

The psychological, sociological, anthropological, and historical research cited
in this chapter indicates that parents utilize multiple pathways in various micro-,
meso-, and macrosystems to ensure that their children develop the cultural capital
they will need to succeed in schools and in their vocations. In addition, many
parents are aware that Asian Pacific Americans are marginalized in society.
Additionally, parents are often unaware that the process of cultural assimilation
also may create issues of identity confusion and the loss of traditional culture in
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their children. The educational advancement of APA children is a complex one
and parents continue to be one of the core factors in their achievement.

Researchers have found Asian Pacific American parents to be actively involved
in the achievement process. The cultural capital they have transferred to their
children has assisted them in the learning process. It is also important for school
personnel to develop programs and activities that are specifically designed to
assist Asian Pacific American parents and their children to better understand the
ongoing process of cultural assimilation and the practices of schooling (Goodwin,
1997). Though parents may hold high expectations for their children, they may
not understand the workings and practices of schools. In addition since 65 percent
of APAs are immigrants, school personnel must institute various avenues to
engage parents. The following is a short list of recommendations for educators
to consider in their quest to improve the delivery of education to APA students:

1) Open and increased communication between parents and school is always
important in the education of children. Encourage and invite parents to partic-
ipate in school activities and committees. Often parents whose native language
is not English may not feel able to express themselves at Parent Teacher
Association (PTA) meetings. APA parents are more likely to attend if they
are personally invited by other parents and teachers. Interpreters can be on
hand so parents whose home language is other than English can understand
what is being said and respond.

2) Teachers can bring parents into the classroom as guest experts whether
on cooking, history, photography, sports, or other hobbies. When parents
are included in classroom learning, teachers and students learn, while this
reinforces the importance of parent-school relationships. Parents and students
will also feel valued for their knowledge and abilities.

3) Since so many parents are immigrants, school personnel might consider
offering English classes in the evening for parents. This again allows schools
to become community centers for parents and children. While parents are
attending English classes, students could be attending homework or tutoring
sessions whether in elementary or high school. This strengthens relationships
between parents and schools.

4) Have a school newsletter translated into major languages in the community.
Some APA parents may not be able to read proficiently in English, however
they are literate in their native language. Get district personnel to translate
newsletters into a variety of languages such as Cambodian, Spanish, and
Vietnamese if parents speak these languages.

5) Racism is one of the continuing issues that APA parents and children identify.
Ask parents and young people what the school can do to address the racism
that is being encountered whether through staff development, inclusion of
monthly civil rights rallies, and the presentation of plays, books, or displays
about famous Asian Pacific Americans such as Fred Korematsu, Dith Pran,
Bill Lann Lee, or Patsy Mink.
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APA parents and students value education and want to be involved in school
activities. Teachers, moreover, can enhance the learning experience. The
Bronfenbrenner theory can assist teachers in better understanding that child
development is influenced by numerous levels of interactions. As the work of
Tanabe and Rochon (2006) has demonstrated, educational programs that tie into
all four ecological levels are more effective because they address the compre-
hensive needs of students. Education is a process that must include important
stakeholders; parents are most central to this endeavor.
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5
The Mobility/Social Capital Dynamic:
Understanding Mexican American
Families and Students

Robert K. Ream and Ricardo D. Stanton-Salazar

From big city mayors and star baseball players to service sector employees and
migrant workers, today’s 41 million U.S. Latinos will greatly affect our nation in
the decades before us. The number of U.S. Latinos is increasing eight times more
rapidly than the population as a whole; by 2025 a quarter of all U.S. K-12 students
will be of Spanish-speaking origin (U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of
the Census, 2000a). In fact, Latinos are the largest and fastest growing minority
population in the United States (Tienda, 2001). The rising numbers of Latinos
brings with it a growing concern regarding their status as students in schools:
Latino student underachievement and dropout rates are disproportionately high
(Latinos in Education, 1998). In 2001, 1.4 million Latinos between the ages of
16 and 24 were dropouts (U.S. Department of Education, NCES, 2002). The
Latino high school dropout rate is twice that of Blacks and more than three times
that of non-Latino Whites (see Figure 5.1).1 These numbers prefigure similar
trends in educational attainment at the college level, where Latinos are about
half as likely as their non-Latino White peers to complete 4 years of college
(Vernez & Mizell, 2002).

Additionally, considerable differences exist in the educational experiences and
outcomes among U.S. Latinos (Aguirre & Martinez, 2000). In particular, youth
of Mexican descent, who are among the most challenged of all U.S. Latino
subgroups (Gibson, Gándara, & Koyama, 2004), score significantly lower on

1 It should be noted, however, that Latinos are also making real educational gains over
generations—improvements that are obscured by the continuing influx of new immigrants.
A recent longitudinal study employing U.S. Census and Current Population Survey data
demonstrates impressive Latino advances in educational attainment across generations.
Illustratively, Mexican immigrants born during 1905–1909 averaged but 4.3 years of
schooling. Their American-born sons, averaging 9.3 years, doubled the years of schooling.
And their grandsons were high school graduates, averaging 12.2 years of schooling
(Smith, 2003).
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Figure 5.1. Status Dropout Rates of 16- to 24-Year-Olds by Race/Ethnicity, 1981–2001.
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey,
1972–2001.

Stanford achievement tests and are dropping out of school at higher rates than
their same-age peers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000b; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).
What’s more, the two-thirds of all U.S. Latinos who are of Mexican origin
have the lowest college completion rate among Latino sub-groups (Vernez &
Mizell, 2002). Hence, the U.S. is presented with a growing problem: Mexican
American educational achievement and attainment is significantly below the rest
of the nation (College Board, 1999). This is cause for serious concern and it is
important for policymakers to think about what should and can be done about
these perplexing trends.

5.1. Understanding Mexican American Student
Performance

Contemporary research offers various reasons for Mexican American under-
achievement, and yawning economic inequality bears the mark of exceptional
culpability in this regard. Still, some of the explanatory pieces continue to
be missing from the puzzle. To illustrate, dozens if not hundreds of studies
point to poverty as an insidious and fundamental reason why economically
disadvantaged children do not perform to their true potential (Brooks-Gunn
& Duncan, 1997; Rothstein, 2004). Yet such studies, based on material and
human capital (i.e., economic wealth and skills developed through schooling),
have yet to explain why some middle-class minority students consistently
perform below non-Latino Whites with similar economic and family backgrounds
(Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Miller, 1995). And while primary cultural differences
(i.e., language and parenting styles) are most frequently cited in association
with Mexican American underachievement (Gándara, 1994), relevant research
remains the subject of considerable debate (Darder, Torres, & Gutierrez, 1997).
Still, at least 30 years of research on Latino underachievement has focused
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attention on cultural disjuncture, noting that youth of Mexican descent often
attend schools where teachers have little knowledge of their cultural backgrounds
(Gibson et al., 2004), which has led to widespread student alienation and disen-
gagement from school (Trueba, 1988). Yet first-generation immigrant students
exhibit often quite optimistic perceptions of their schooling experiences and
educational future (Buriel, 1984; Suarez-Orozco, 1991). Indeed, researchers are
beginning to question “cultural difference” perspectives most associated with
John Ogbu (1992) by showing that many minority students—regardless of the
terms of their incorporation or length of residence in the U.S.—maintain sanguine
perceptions about their schooling (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998). In
short, low average levels of educational achievement and attainment among
U.S. Latinos, and Mexican origin youth in particular, remains a persistent and
complex problem that demands more exacting theoretical explanations.

5.2. Functional and Critical Interpretations of Social
Capital

Given these limitations, social scientists continue to investigate alternative
perspectives that can inform our understanding of Mexican American educa-
tional performance (Valencia, 2002). One alternative view, based on theories
of social capital,2 calls for researchers and educators to more carefully consider
the resources and forms of support found in young people’s social networks
(e.g., expert knowledge about the complexities of college admission). What this
perspective offers is not only a focus on network resources critical to school
success, but also a focus on those complex institutional processes that can either
facilitate or inhibit the trust necessary for help giving and help seeking—two
forms of agency associated with social capital.

Over the years, researchers have shown how the ideological emphasis on rapid
cultural assimilation tends to undermine the utility of social capital among Latino
youth (Valenzuela, 1999; Stanton-Salazar, 1997). One specific example is how
the devaluation of bicultural identities and of bilingualism, in conjunction with
stigma often attached to membership in high school ESL (English as a Second
Language) programs, undermines not only the potential for feelings of social
integration and “we-ness” between ESL students and their more acculturated
peers, but also the possibilities for the latter group to aid the former with resources
and forms of support that could facilitate their integration into the school, their

2 Reflected in the ability of individuals to command limited resources by virtue of their
relationships or membership in broader social structures (Portes, 1998), social capital
is made up of resources that may be converted into material capital (Bourdieu, 1986),
human capital (Coleman, 1988) and healthy civic participation and community cohesion
(Putnam, 2000). Moreover, the fungibility of social capital bridges the economic and
sociological perspectives, thus capturing the attention of policymakers who are seeking
creative solutions to social problems.
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accommodation of English, and their academic achievement (Conchas, 2001;
Flores-González, 2002).

Researchers such as Coleman (1988) and Putnam (2000) have underscored
the rather axiomatic notion that social networks have the potential to improve
quality of life for individuals and the broader community. Bourdieu (1986) and
more recent work by Stanton-Salazar (2001), in contrast, emphasize how social
capital processes are embedded in racial, class, and gender inequalities in society.
Building upon Bourdieu’s work that social capital is a form of wealth that arises
out of economic and political stratification, Stanton-Salazar, (2001) argues that
social capital among working-class youth (i.e., access, via social exchange, to
middle-class educational resources) is never the norm. When it does occur,
however, it usually requires extraordinary interventions within the household, the
school, and the community. For disadvantaged youth, the existence of structural
conditions that simultaneously operate to undermine resources and support is the
norm, and falls within the purview of research on social capital and educational
outcomes (see Dika and Singh, 2002).

5.3. The Mobility/Social Capital Dynamic

In this chapter we focus our attention on one such condition. Specifically, we
argue that for a significant segment of the Mexican origin student population,
academic achievement is adversely impacted by the instability in social relation-
ships that accompanies particularly high rates of student transience and
residential mobility of their families. Like the frequent re-potting of plants,
such mobility disrupts social root systems and the social context for interaction
(Putnam, 2000). It follows that the mobility/social capital dynamic whereby
mobility impacts the resources inherent in students’ social networks merits
attention on the basis of its influence over relationship stability and academic
achievement (Ream, 2005b). We elaborate here on this important problem.

5.3.1. The Incidence of Mobility

High rates of residential and student mobility (non-promotional school changes
that may or may not be associated with a change of residence) tend to harm
students who change schools and usually present themselves as administrative
and pedagogical challenges for teachers and school administrators (Rumberger
et al., 1999; Ream, 2005a). Were mobility not so commonplace, it might
not warrant the attention of educators and policymakers. A growing body of
research shows, however, that student mobility is widespread in many schools
and districts throughout the United States. In fact, most children make at least
one school change without being promoted to the next grade level, and many
change schools even more frequently (Rumberger, 2003). Mobility is particu-
larly pronounced within large, predominantly minority, urban school districts
with high concentrations of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds
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(McDonnell & Hill, 1993). One in every five urban and suburban high schools
in California has a mobility rate in excess of 30 percent (Rumberger et al.,
1999). Los Angeles Unified School District, for example, reported a high school
“transience rate” (measured as the proportion of students who entered after school
started or left before school ended) exceeding 35 percent across the district for
the 2001–2002 school year (LAUSD, 2004).

Mobility Among U.S. Latinos. Latinos change residence more often than any
other racial/ethnic group in the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau News, January, 2000).
Between 2002 and 2003 Latinos were found to have moved at considerably
higher rates (18 percent) than non-Latino Whites (12.4 percent) (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2004). Moreover, data from the 1998 National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) show that 41 percent of Latino 4th grade students
changed schools in the previous 2 years, compared with 33 percent of Asian
American students and 27 percent of non-Latino Whites in the same grade cohort
(Rumberger, 2003). The Mexican American majority of U.S. Latinos are also
highly mobile, particularly at the secondary school level. Excluding dropouts,
37 percent of Mexican American adolescents moved residences at least once
between 1988 and 1992 compared to 31 percent of their White counterparts. In
terms of student mobility, 30 percent of Mexican Americans made at least one
non-promotional school change between 8th and 12th grade, compared to approx-
imately 20 percent of Whites. What’s more, the mobility rate for highly mobile
students (those with two or more non-promotional school changes between 8th
and 12th grade) is nearly twice as high for Mexican Americans as it is for
Whites.3

The incidence of mobility is also associated with socioeconomic status (SES)
and nativity status (i.e., immigrants vs. U.S.-born) among Mexican origin youth.
For those whose family SES is below the national average, rates of student
mobility are considerably higher than they are for their Mexican-origin peers
whose SES is above the national mean (32 percent compared to 22 percent,
respectively). For White adolescents, the incidence of student mobility remains
consistent across lower and upper SES groups, at approximately 22 percent.
Thus, we can deduce a negative association between SES and student mobility
among youth of Mexican descent; whereas SES and student mobility do not
reveal associational patterns among Whites. We also consider the data according
to nativity status. Mexican immigrants are particularly mobile—with 32 percent
changing schools between grades 8 and 12, compared to only 14 percent of
non-Latino White immigrants. In comparison, 29 percent of second generation
and 24 percent of third+ generation Mexican origin youth changed schools.

3 We use weighted panel data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988
(NELS:88) to illustrate mobility rates (excluding dropouts) among Mexican origin youth.
NELS:88 is a nationally representative longitudinal panel study of a cohort of approx-
imately 25,000 8th graders who were re-surveyed in 10th grade (1990), in 12th grade
(1992), and then again in 1994 and 2000. For further information on NELS:88, see
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/nels88.
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The trend moves in the opposite direction among Whites who become slightly
more mobile with acculturation. Yet even the most stable generation of Mexican
Americans changes schools at higher rates than the most mobile generation of
Whites, per Figure 5.2.

Historical Perspective and Demographics. It may be illuminating to situate our
treatment of the mobility/social capital dynamic in a historical context. During
the 1960s, more acculturated second and third+ generation Chicanos constituted
the majority in many Mexican communities throughout the southwestern United
States. In 1960, only 20 percent of California’s Latino population was foreign-
born; three quarters of all working-age Latinos were U.S. natives, and two-thirds
of Latino children were third generation (López & Stanton-Salazar, 2001). The
manufacturing sector of our national economy had yet to begin its flight to the
“third world,” and union membership was still strong. Occupational stability
(and unrepentant racial segregation) made student mobility a rather mute issue,
except for the children of migrant agricultural laborers. Much has changed in the
last 30 years to alter the demographic landscape of urban America in particular;
we attempt here only a succinct delineation of the most salient trends.

Although Latino immigration nationwide has been on the rise in the past two
decades, the current percentage of immigrants from Spanish speaking nations
like Mexico is only slightly higher than historical levels (Moore, 2001). What has

32%

24%

14%

17%

21%

29%

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0.3

0.35

Immigrant

Nativity Status 

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 S

tu
de

nt
s 

M
ak

in
g

O
ne

 o
r 

M
or

e 
N

on
-P

ro
m

ot
io

na
l S

ch
oo

l C
ha

ng
e

M.A.
n-L.W.

 2nd Generation 3rd+ Generation 

Figure 5.2. Student Mobility by Nativity Status, Grades 8–12.
Note: M.A. = Mexican Americans; n-L.W. = non-Latino Whites. Student mobility
from grades 8–12 based on data from 12th grade student questionnaire. Student mobility
excludes school changes due to promotion from elementary to middle school and from
middle school to high school.
Source: National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, panel of 1988 eighth-
grade students resurveyed in 1990 and 1992, excluding dropouts. Statistics weighted
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made Mexican immigrants considerably more visible has been the consistency of
their immigration combined with their cumulative representation, both of which
have paralleled the concomitant decline in the percentage of non-Latino White
children, especially in places like California and Texas. Particularly salient has
been the demise of the manufacturing sector, the concurrent rise of a low-wage
service sector, and the increasing representation of Latino undocumented workers
who come to fill many of these jobs. Finally, adult immigrants in the low-wage
service sector are concentrated in central cities and in the older suburbs of
metro America; better-off third+ generation Latinos have scattered throughout
the new suburban American landscape, along with everyone else (Jensen, 2001).
Comparably high rates of transience among impoverished Mexican immigrant
families must be seen in this economic and historical context. While previous
generations (e.g., 1960s) were able to root themselves in cities that still sustained
stable manufacturing industries, today’s Latino immigrants must contend with
a highly exploitative labor sector that forces families to chase better-paying
jobs and find affordable housing, moving from neighborhoods that are highly
transitory and anomic to other locales plagued by similar challenging conditions
(see Stanton-Salazar, 2001, pp. 52–54).

5.4. The Impact of Mobility on Students and Schools

Reminiscent of French sociologist Emile Durkheim’s seminal research on
mobility and large-scale anomie,4 mounting research shows that mobility is detri-
mental to students’ psychological, academic, and social well-being. Coping with
a new school environment in the wake of a school change can be psychologically
challenging. The following comments from a high school student, published in
a comprehensive study of student mobility in California, places that challenge
in high relief:

Moving and changing schools really shattered my personality. I feel like there’s all
these little things I picked up from all the different schools and I feel all disoriented all
the time. There’s no grounding. I always just feel like I’m floating. It’s psychological
damage, really� � �Because you never feel like a complete person. That’s how I feel—I
feel fragmented. Every time I moved I felt less and less important. (Rumberger et al.,
1999, p. 37)

Numerous studies also document the negative impact of mobility on student
performance in the primary grades (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1994;
Heinlein & Shinn, 2000). Of the achievement-related research at the secondary
school level, one study of 643 ninth graders found that mobility negatively

4 Durkheim coined the term anomie to describe a state of isolation that typically exists
in times of upheaval and social change. Anomie is associated with the loss of a particular
way of life—a state of “normlessness” that emerges when rules, habits, and beliefs no
longer hold and alternatives have yet to arise.
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impacts student performance in mathematics (Benson & Weigel, 1981). But
mobility-related studies that take into account background characteristics, such
as family structure and socioeconomic status, offer mixed results, at least at the
secondary school level (Rumberger, 2003). One such study found that changing
both schools and residences during high school reduced 12th grade test scores
in reading and mathematics, but that changing schools alone had no significant
impact (Pribesh & Downey, 1999). Another found that despite some negative
short-term consequences, the incidence of student mobility early in high school
does not deter modest gains in mathematics achievement for students who
thereafter remain in school through the twelfth grade (Swanson & Schneider,
1999). Thus, the impact of student mobility may have something to do with its
timing, and timing might be associated with the reasons students change schools
(Ream 2005a).

The strongest and most consistent impact of mobility is on students’ prospects
for graduation from high school (Rumberger, 2003). There is clear evidence
that mobility during high school diminishes the likelihood of completing
school on time (Haveman, Wolfe, & Spaulding, 1991). One longitudinal study
that examined the relationship between residential mobility and high school
completion found that, even after controlling for a variety of family background
variables, residential mobility reduced the odds of graduation (Haveman &
Wolfe, 1994). Another study shows that students who made just one non-
promotional school change between the 8th and 12th grades were less than half
as likely to graduate from high school compared to students who did not make
a non-promotional school change (Rumberger et al., 1999).

There are several reasons as to why student mobility may negatively impact
educational attainment. Adapting to a new school environment can be a
challenging proposition for anyone. This is particularly so for adolescent youth
who are in the midst of a difficult developmental life stage characterized by
increased peer orientation, invidious social comparison, dissonant identities, and
gradual autonomy from family control (Hartup & Stevens, 1997). New class-
mates and teachers as well as changing academic standards and behavioral
expectations must be adjusted to in an often compressed time-frame (Jason et al.,
1992). The lack of an adequate administrative system responsive to transient
families plays a prominent role. Such a system would entail a sort of safety net
or support system designed to socially integrate new students in an efficient,
intensive, and compassionate manner. In the absence of such a system, we often
find a syndrome of misplaced transcripts, misdirected classroom placements,
and curricular incoherence between sending and receiving schools that typically
exacerbate already difficult transitions for mobile students. Mid-year school
changes in particular are nearly synonymous with awkward transitions during
which students may be mistakenly transplanted into classes they have already
taken, or re-situated in classrooms where they are ill prepared to succeed.

Mobile students are not the only ones who suffer the consequences of
student mobility: students with stable attendance records may also be academ-
ically impaired if they attend schools with highly mobile student populations
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(Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2001). To illustrate, students who attended high
schools with overall mobility rates of 40 percent scored significantly lower
on 10th grade standardized mathematics tests than students who attended high
schools with mobility rates of 10 percent (Rumberger et al., 1999). Furthermore,
mobility can have a negative effect on classrooms and schools. It is not only
administrative costs—and added expenses due to students who, upon their
departure, fail to return textbooks—that tax schools when dealing with transient
student populations. Developing and sustaining a cohesive student body and a
school-wide esprit de corps in a chaotic and ever-changing school environment
can also present a Herculean challenge that under-resourced schools may be
ill-prepared to overcome.

Disconnect Between Mobile Students and School Personnel. Informal family
bonds can act to moderate or lessen the negative impact of mobility on transient
youth (Hagan, Macmillan, & Wheaton, 1996). Latinos are known to rely heavily
on their parents and other family members for emotional and psychological
support (Vélez-Ibañez, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2001). Immigrant parents’ invest-
ments in their children’s well being can be limited, however, by the demands
and stressors parents confront as immigrants in the low-wage labor force (Trejo,
1996), and by the language barriers that distance parents from the schools
their children attend (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Romo & Falbo, 1996). Thus,
relative to many other student groups, scholastic success among many Latino
youth from immigrant households is much more dependent upon resource-
full relationships with nonfamilial adults outside the home. More specifically,
school personnel, who possess valuable information about educational programs,
academic tutoring, college admission and the like, have been identified as critical
institutional agents who can be particularly helpful to second-generation Latino
students living in working-class homes embedded in stressful ecological condi-
tions (Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Ream, 2005a).

At the same time, however, Latino and other minority students routinely
confront institutional conditions and social forces that are quite difficult. Many
of these forces have been elaborated in our previous work (Stanton-Salazar,
1997, 2001; Ream, 2003, 2005a). Most important, we believe, is that the devel-
opment of supportive ties with school personnel is difficult due to cultural and
language differences, racialized identities, and social class distinctions, which
create infertile ground for developing trust, positive affect, and mutual emotional
investment. Such conditions, particularly when combined with the added problem
of mobility, can (a) inhibit help-seeking behaviors among Mexican origin youth,
and (b) dissuade school personnel from conscientiously investing in the academic
success of minorities. What we find, then, is a paradox where students, although
embedded in an environment replete with human and institutional resources,
and socially engaged within a network of school administrators, teachers and
counselors, are nevertheless unable to position themselves within a genuine
system of social support.

Here we focus our attention on the vexing problem of student mobility
and less on the consequences of racialized interactions between students and



76 Narrowing the Achievement Gap

school personnel. An excerpt from Ream’s (2005a) study, clarifies just how
mobility diminishes the necessary ingredients for the formation of social capital.
One teacher declared with confidence that “The connection to success is the
connection children feel to the teacher.” She followed this insight, however,
with the following lament: “It takes awhile for teachers and students to feel
comfortable with one another, to take risks and all those wonderful mysterious
factors of learning—student mobility keeps interrupting that process” (Ream,
2005a, p. 142). Indeed, her view reflects the perspectives of many other educators
serving highly transient student populations (Rumberger et al., 1999).

Social scientists have long understood that the norm of “reciprocity” is one
fundamental ingredient in the development of social capital (i.e., access to
resources via cooperative, mutually beneficial relationships). Neither mobile
students nor school personnel are particularly motivated to invest in relation-
ships lacking time-earned trust. Teachers know that newly arriving students,
especially mid-year school changers, are often here today and gone tomorrow.
Under such conditions, teachers may be less inclined to invest in mobile students
when they seem unlikely to fulfill the implicit reciprocal contract (Wehlage
et al., 1989). And with repeated experiences of mobility, transient students often
become resigned to developing a coping strategy of self-reliance and lowered
expectations of support from school-based agents.

The phenomenon of mass teacher “burn-out” can arise from the repetitive loss
of students they emotionally invest in and can result in disinclination to work
with transient students. The comments of one frustrated second-year English
instructor in a high school with particularly high rates of mobility illustrates
the point:

Teachers put effort into teaching and the kids leave. So we don’t have that sense of
continuity and accomplishment with the transient students—and that affects morale.
(Ream, 2005a, p. 142)

The notion that student learning most effectively occurs in the context of stable
and caring pedagogical relationships is well-documented in the education field.
Paradoxically, it has also been long recognized that even when schools serving
minority student populations do put in place empowering pedagogical practices
and curriculum, social forces outside the school, particularly those rooted in the
local and regional economies, often undermine the best of educational reforms
(Feagin, 1980).

5.5. The Causes of Student Mobility

Residential mobility is often associated with a school change—particularly
among elementary school children. One national study found that students who
moved were five times more likely to change schools than students who did
not move (Rumberger & Larson, 1998). Changing residences, however, does
not always result in changing schools. Some states, such as California, have
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policies allowing students whose family has moved into a different school
district to remain in their initial school placement. Just as students may move
without changing schools, some students change schools without moving. About
one-third of all school changes among Mexican American adolescents are not
associated with a change of residence (27% among Whites). These numbers
distinguish residential from student mobility, and suggest that Mexican American
students are less likely to make a residential change without changing schools
and are more likely to change schools without changing residences than their
non-Latino White peers (Ream, 2005a).

At the secondary school level, parents, students, and school personnel all
make decisions contributing to high rates of student mobility. Under the
best of circumstances, mobility is the product of aspiration, opportunity, and
rational action. The reality, however, is that adolescents often change schools
suddenly and reactively—when an unpredictable job market causes working-
class parents to scramble after insecure employment opportunities, or when
parents split up and a custodial parent leaves town. Under optimal conditions
there is genuine strategy underlying a planned school change, with parents and
students acting as rational actors and informed consumers in the educational
“marketplace.” Frequently, however, students change schools for reasons that
are neither entirely beyond their control, nor exclusively the result of strategic
forethought.

Family-Initiated Mobility. Family-initiated mobility among Mexican
Americans is often reactive in nature. One student, Ivan, recalled being
whipsawed from school-to-school as a result of his father’s demanding work-
related responsibilities. “I do maintenance and I used to work for Z-Property
Management,” his immigrant father explained, “and so the company forced
me to move to different cities.” (Ream, 2005a, p. 77). Each time the family
moved residences, Iván was forced to change schools, often in the middle
of the school year. In Iván’s case, however, school changes were at times
reactive and on one occasion, somewhat more strategic. His parents initiated a
slew of reactive school changes in response to his father’s demanding mainte-
nance job, but on one occasion the family changed residences for the explicit
purpose of helping their son escape an especially poor school and enroll in
a markedly better one. “When we moved to San Roque, Iván suffered a lot
because that technical school there is one of the worst high schools. That’s why
I quit my last job. We moved right away, this time because of the schools.”
(Ream, 2005a, p. 79)

Student-Initiated Mobility. Given the increased autonomy that coincides with
adolescent development, it is not surprising that high school students sometimes
make independent decisions to change schools. In fact, a large percentage
of student mobility at the secondary level—nearly 50 percent in the state
of California—is the result of student-initiated requests to change schools
(Rumberger et al., 1999). Among transient Latinos who make their own decision
to change high schools, reactive mobility may be the norm (Ream, 2005a). Unful-
filled reciprocity expectations, a breakdown in trust, or cultural and normative



78 Narrowing the Achievement Gap

differences between minority students and mainstream school personnel can
contribute to sudden and often mid-year school changes. Intimidation or overt
racism also may cause some kids to change schools, but still others are motivated
by loneliness, finding themselves bereft of a committed peer group, or feeling
trapped in an uncaring school environment that can cause despairing adolescents
to look elsewhere for a sense of belonging. Although the causes of student
alienation and subsequent transience are not always so obviously measurable,
school ethnographies have identified a superficial notion of caring deployed by at
least some school personnel that stands in stark contrast to students’ ideas about
what a more authentic notion of caring should be (Courtney & Nobilit, 1994).
Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) research among adolescent Mexican Americans is
informative:

When Mexican American youth reject schooling, they do so because their teachers do not
fully apprehend their ethnic, social-class and peer-group realities, including their culture
of caring. (Valenzuela, 1999, pp. 324–325)

Valenzuela suggests that different conceptions of caring can lead to a breach
of trust between mainstream school personnel and non-mainstream students.
Other studies demonstrate similar patterns of distrust and social distance between
mainstream school personnel and minority youth (Sánchez-Jankowski, 1991),
which may result in part from a lack of overlap in sub-cultural values and
norms (Gibson et al., 2004). As a consequence, many students do not believe
teachers are highly interested in their well-being, and this perception promotes
their disengagement from school.

School-Initiated Mobility. Besides family- and student-initiated types of
mobility, there is the growing phenomenon of mobility as precipitated by the
schools themselves (Gotbaum, 2002), known as an Opportunity Transfer or
“OT.” Although OTs are sometimes employed to address problems such as
misbehavior or fighting in school, students are often transferred out for less
egregious reasons, such as poor attendance or flagging grades. The latter comes
in the context of policy changes that simultaneously demand greater school-
level accountability and higher graduation standards for students. Some teachers
contend that the children of working class Latinos are particularly vulnerable to
being transferred, involuntarily, to another school:

My experience as a teacher—and I have a lot of it—is that schools transfer Hispanic
kids because the parents will not protest� � �Hispanic parents are more fearful and more
respectful. The middle class White parents would say, ‘You’re not transferring my kid!’
(Ream, 2005a, p. 85)

Case studies of urban high schools document that school officials do actively try
to get rid of “troublemakers” by forcing them to leave or telling them they must
leave (Fine, 1991). As emergent federal and state accountability schemes are
putting increasing pressure on schools to demonstrate test-score improvement,
the OT option seems likely to become an even more attractive tool both for
removing troublemakers and for shuffling under-performing students elsewhere,
so as not to tarnish schools’ educational performance statistics.
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Finally, the increasingly intense focus on accountability for test scores and
graduation rates at the school level may inadvertently encourage administrators
and other institutional agents to cast a blind eye to the needs of highly mobile
student populations. If schools cannot, and are not encouraged to exemplify
the sort of institutional staying power that helps keep students from changing
schools, we may continue, instead, to exacerbate the “card-shuffling” process
to the detriment of those students in our schools who face the most explicit
educational challenges.

5.6. Discussion of Policy Implications

In a landmark study of Congressional agenda-setting, John Kingdon (1995)
suggests that three factors must converge in order for an issue, such as the
underachievement of Mexican origin youth, to be placed front-and-center on
the policy agenda. First, the issue—in this case, low average levels of Mexican
American educational achievement and attainment—must be broadly recognized
as a problem with clear social implications. Second, the political winds must
blow in a direction giving elected officials practical reasons to believe the issue
may be relevant to concerns about their own career viability before the issue will
get incorporated as an important item in her/his political platform. Third, there
must be policy solutions available to address the problem. When considering the
contributions of teachers and school personnel, we agree with the importance of
focusing on alterable variables as emphasized by Waxman, Padron, & Garcia
(Ch. 8, this volume). We also echo Thompson’s strategy (Ch. 9, this volume)
of distinguishing between “alterable variables,” or what educators can change
(e.g., reading instruction, administrative practices) and those structural conditions
outside the immediate control of educators and the school (e.g., concentrated
neighborhood poverty). In the following section of this chapter, then, we consider
a number of alterable variables that educators and policymakers can consider
as they address the mobility/social capital dynamic, specifically in terms of its
adverse effects on frequently mobile Latino students from low-income immigrant
families.

5.7. Accountability Mechanisms

Although some instances of student mobility are the result of strategic relocation
(i.e., a carefully-considered move to a better school), many other instances are
reactive in nature. Case studies have shown, however, that schools undertaking
substantial and meaningful reforms can reduce unnecessary student transience.
In a three-year period from 1987 to 1990, Hollibrook Accelerated School,
in Houston, Texas, reduced its student mobility rate from 104 to 47 percent
(McCarthy & Still, 1993, p. 80). Programs that target high-risk students have also
been shown to reduce student mobility dramatically. For instance, a successful
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dropout prevention program in Southern California reduced student turnover by
one half among the most at-risk Latino students in a Los Angeles area middle
school (Larson & Rumberger, 1995).

In today’s accountability-oriented environment, however, there may actually
exist inherent disincentives for schools to work toward the retention of transient
youth and families. By enrolling higher performing students while encouraging
academically challenged students to head elsewhere, schools can boost overall
test score performance and reduce dropout rates. Working-class immigrant
Latinos may be particularly vulnerable to the “card shuffling” that results
when school administrators push underperforming students out their doors,
often by employing practices under such euphemistic names as Opportunity
Transfers, or OTs. Certainly, this is a disturbing shortcut to “success”—and
one that has been thoroughly reported in a recent series of articles in The New
York Times (Medina & Lewin, 2003; Lewin, 2004). Education policymakers
must grapple honestly and schools must wrestle self-critically with account-
ability incentives that implicitly encourage the removal of under-performing
students.

• Hold School Districts Accountable. Beyond examining aggregate test scores
of individual schools in isolation (a method that might reward schools
for using OTs to distribute at least some of their charges elsewhere), we
should also measure accountability more broadly, at the school district
level. Indeed, student mobility is best understood as an intra-district
phenomenon that occurs within a localized geographic area.5 If Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) was redefined in such a way that it could function
as a district and a school performance standard, such a policy might
encourage (a) effective district-level strategies to counter reactive student
mobility, and (b) a greater degree of between-school coordination and
collaboration to assist mobile students with the school-to-school transition
process. Thus, high rates of non-promotional student transience could be
seen for what they really are, and schools could rightly see themselves
as part of the solution to the wider problems within a district. In short,
accountability mechanisms should be adjusted to draw district- and school-
level distinctions regarding student mobility in order to develop a more
thoughtful incentive structure behind systemic educational reforms (Offenberg,
2004).

• Report cohort mobility rates. What specific forms of accountability might be
established so as to encourage districts and secondary schools in particular
to undertake efforts to reduce reactive student mobility? Extra funding to
document cohort graduation rates (the proportion of students who graduate
from a specific entering class or cohort of students) would also reveal

5 Rumberger & Larson (1998) found that 80 percent of non-promotional school
changes for a cohort of urban Los Angeles area Latino students were within the same
district.
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the number of students from each cohort who left before completion—the
cohort mobility rate (Rumberger et al., 1999). Measuring mobility rates in
this way would at least provide a partial reflection of a schools’ “holding
power”—by which we mean schools’ capacity to engage students in the
educational process so as to assure more stable student populations. Schools
could be evaluated over set periods to measure increase or decrease in
overall rates of student transience in comparison to base year figures.
Those schools that succeed in reducing the incidence of reactive mobility
across time could be rewarded for promoting a more stable educational
environment precisely because it is likely to have direct bearing on the
standards of educational achievement for all students who participate in the
system.

5.8. Schools at the Center of Social Capital Development

We assert here that secondary schools can be better designed to act as the
fulcrum for social capital development among working-class minority youth
across family, peer, school, and community domains. Current educational experi-
ments and model intervention programs—particularly those that tap into the value
of healthy and reciprocal social relationships—are improving the lives of students
from low-income households and communities (Maeroff, 1998; Stanton-Salazar,
Vásquez, & Mehan, 2000). We propose that such programs offer helpful guide-
lines as to how we can re-design schools serving frequently transient immigrant
populations. In the remaining pages we call attention to innovative programs
that deserve attention by researchers, school reformers, and policy-makers. A
close examination of these programs—each of which draws upon the power of
relationships and the resources that inhere within social networks—reveals four
essential components that are given brief consideration below.

(1) The School Component

• Newcomer Clubs: Many schools have responded to the regular entrée
of new immigrant students by instituting programs designed to smooth
the transition process. One southern California high school, for example,
implemented a comprehensive plan to reduce mobility and mitigate its
negative effects by encouraging new arrivals to join the “Newcomers
Club,” which meets weekly with school counselors. Parents of transient
youth are also provided extra opportunities to meet with school counselors
in order to fortify a home-school connection. A Maryland suburban high
school implemented a similar program, initiating a “New Student Support
Group” where counselors meet weekly with new students to provide
information about the school and to discuss students’ concerns about
relocating (Wilson, 1993).
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• Student-counselor relations: Shoring up student-counselor relations
appears as an essential part of the most effective interventions.6 The
Puente Project, another well-studied program, is designed to enhance
the resource exchange potential inherent in students’ social networks,
and targets Latino freshmen and sophomores across a wide achievement
spectrum, offering to help them graduate and go on to college (Gándara,
2002). The counseling component is largely designed to ensure that Puente
students are placed in college preparatory classes and offered the infor-
mation necessary to prepare themselves for college eligibility. Counselors
supervise college visits, initiate meetings between parents and Puente
personnel, and even oversee the extramural Puente Club through which
students socialize in structured extracurricular environments.

• Teachers-counselor networks: The fortification of collaborative ties
between teachers and counselors is another key component found in many
educational reform efforts. The ALAS program—Achievement for Latinos
through Academic Success— is a dropout prevention program targeting
high-risk middle-school Latino youth who live in impoverished urban
neighborhoods. ALAS counselors work with middle school teachers to
initiate more regular feedback to students and parents regarding students’
educational progress and needs. One study evaluating ALAS concluded
that the program had a practical impact on students directly affected by its
interventions, reducing student turnover by one half among at-risk Latino
students in a Los Angeles area middle school (Larson & Rumberger,
1995).

(2) The Peer Group Component

Recent scholarship has strongly emphasized the essential role of peers in both
child and adolescent development (Harris, 1998) and school achievement (Gibson
et al., 2004). So it is hardly surprising that peer group support is another key
aspect of many successful programs, including the Advancement Via Individual
Determination (AVID) program now with many sites across the U.S. AVID seems
to us outstanding for its particular sensitivity to the notion that underachieving
ethnic or linguistic minority students from highly transient low-income families
might benefit from the thoughtful re-organization of social life in and beyond
the school. AVID taps the resources that inhere in students’ social networks by
valuing the role and simultaneous (if not collaborative) social support of all key
parties: parents, the peer group, school personnel, and community agents. By

6 Since school counselors are largely responsible for guiding mobile students on both the
departure and arrival ends of the school transfer process, bolstering the bi-lingual and
bi-cultural counseling staffs at schools serving an especially transient immigrant second
generation would undoubtedly help mitigate the potential negative impacts of student
mobility. Yet even the most optimistic estimates of the current national average of one
guidance counselor to 600 students paint a less than rosy picture of what appears quite
literally to be a lonely profession.
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helping students become part of a trusting, school-oriented network of peers that
share common educational goals, AVID reframes achievement as a collective
experience rather than as an individual one. This is done by bringing mid-
performing adolescents together in collaborative learning environments—study
groups, reader-writer workshops, and a special elective class that meets for one
academic period a day, 180 days a year, for 3 or 4 years (Mehan et al., 1996;
Gándara et al., 1998).

(3) Home-School Connections

There is by now a substantial literature on the educational value of parents’
informal relations with their own children (Steinberg, 2001), as well as their
more formal relationships with other parents (Carbonaro, 1998) and with school
personnel (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001). Indeed, fortifying home-school connec-
tions is another essential component of the most effective programs, as suggested
in those schools that set up “Newcomer Clubs.” AVID’s success is also partly
contingent upon its empowerment of parents. Parent advisory boards, family
study skills gatherings, and college awareness meetings are among the AVID
activities facilitating parent involvement in schools. Family Night Dinners are
another way that AVID bridges the family-school divide.

(4) Community-Component & Student Mentoring

The Puente Project and AVID also stand by the notion that the broader
community must be woven into the fabric of the school experience. A community
mentor liaison is responsible for the mentoring component of the Puente Project,
which is fashioned so as to harness the power of community social capital
by identifying, training, and then matching Latino community mentors with
9th graders. By this process, the mentoring component facilitates capital-rich
and mutually rewarding relationships between students and community mentors
(Gándara et al., 1998). AVID further expects colleges, universities, and area
businesses to share in the task of preparing and motivating underserved students
who are willing to work hard to get into college.

5.9. Conclusion and Recommendations

The lesson we can derive from the various programs noted above is the paradig-
matic approach they take in working with students from groups that have histor-
ically been most underserved by our school system. Foremost is the operating
assumption that these students can indeed succeed in school, in spite of the many
economic and ecological hardships they and their families endure. Secondly, such
success is predicated upon the very intentional design of a social support system
around each student—a system that functions across family, peer, school, and
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community domains as a countervailing force in their lives.7 Students, thus, are
embedded in inter-connected networks of agents already existing in their social
world, or within close proximity. Most importantly, these programs take on the
charge of training and mobilizing all network participants to work together on
behalf of targeted students, in great part, by guiding them in how to utilize most
effectively the resources and support they have at their disposal (e.g., knowledge
funds, institutional networks, and affiliations across sociocultural domains). To
recap, the following recommendations emerge from our collaborative research
effort:

5.9.1. Reduce Unnecessary Student Mobility
∗Accountability mechanisms should be adjusted to take into account
mobile youth.

1) Hold schools and districts accountable for students who make non-
promotional school changes

2) Report school-level cohort mobility rates

5.9.2. Develop Social Capital
∗Effective school reform programs must be predicated on a social paradigm, one
in which it is understood that social relationships are dramatically important to
low-status Latinos.

1) Build upon relationally driven programs including Alas, the Puente Project,
and AVID

2) Bolster school guidance counseling by reducing the student/counselor ratio
3) Facilitate home-school connections
4) Foster peer relations that bridge nativity status and social class barriers
5) Develop teacher-counselor networks
6) Weave the broader community into the fabric of the school experience

The growing prosperity gap within the U.S., accompanied by global labor
market changes, make the consequences of school failure and persistent
underachievement an increasingly serious problem in the age of information-
technology. As the U.S. economy has shifted from producing goods to service
employment and high-tech information processing, well-paying jobs for the
under-skilled have largely disappeared. The negative consequences will not only

7 See Stanton-Salazar’s discussion of “counterstratification” influences (with the student,
the family, school, and community) that act to both ‘buffer’ the student from negative
ecological forces (e.g., gang violence) and to cultivate key forms of resiliency among
low-status youth (2001, p. 22). See also Stanton-Salazar and Spina (2000) for an extended
critical review on existing research on resiliency.
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be felt among minorities for whom the U.S. educational and political economy
has proven to be especially marginalizing, but also by the nation as a whole—
particularly in terms of loss of human resources and erosion of democratic
participation. The mobility/social capital dynamic is both a symptom of a “nation
at risk,” and an opportune point of departure for serious school reform.

In this chapter, we have emphasized the importance of changing basic features
of school accountability schemes to better address the problematic incidence of
student transience among adolescent Latinos. And we have also recommended
an intervention approach oriented toward increasing their stocks of empow-
ering forms of social capital. However, we must also assert that these reform
efforts will not alone solve the inter-connected problems of student mobility,
social de-capitalization, and academic underperformance among Latino youth.
Social reforms that address working-class income and wealth disparities must
accompany more direct school reform efforts (Anyon, 2005). Broad economic
indicators suggest, however, that market forces and domestic social policy have
been marching, for some time, in just the opposite direction (Congressional
Budget Office, 2003). Without a renewed commitment to economic and political
reforms designed to stymie growing resource inequality,8 Latino youth will
continue to demonstrate high mobility patterns and suffer its attendant adverse
effects in spite of thoughtful strategies designed to augment students’ social
capital and promote their school success.
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6
Educational Attainment of Immigrant
and Non-Immigrant Young Blacks

Xue Lan Rong and Frank Brown

The United States has experienced resurgence in immigration over the last
three decades and the U.S. Black population has been affected by the current
immigration patterns. The number of immigrants from Caribbean and African
countries to the United States has grown noticeably since the 1970s. Despite
this increase and a growing interest in other immigrant populations, little has
been written about the educational conditions and attainment of Black immigrant
children. To promote academic success for Black students, our society and
educators must acknowledge the presence of the immigrant segment in the Black
population, be aware of their socioeconomic status and cultural patterns, and
further recognize the complexities within the Black population.

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and differentiate the causes of varia-
tions in educational attainment among different groups of Black children. The
chapter starts with a brief review of the historical significance of the presence of
African and Caribbean Black immigrants in the U.S., and provides information
about their demographic characteristics and geographic distribution. Based on a
synthesis of research and earlier work by the author (Rong, 2005), the chapter
discusses educational achievement and attainment patterns, including cultural
patterns and schooling behaviors based on self-defined identities for Black
students. Then, based on Census 2000 data, we illustrate these variations in
educational attainment by discussing socioeconomic, demographic, and parental
variables related to Black children’s life conditions and their environment. The
chapter concludes with recommendations for policy and practice.

6.1. Black Historical Presence

The Black presence in North America has a history of over 400 years, and from
the outset this population has been heterogeneous. Different groups of Blacks
came to the United States from different origins, at different times, for different
reasons, and by different means. Among the people of North America, about
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500,000 African Blacks were brought to North America as slaves between 1619
and 1800 before slave importation into the United States was banned in 1808.
At present, approximately 90% of the 34 million Black people currently living
in the United States are descendants of the 500,000 slaves brought forcibly to
the United States before 1808.

Although the Black population has the smallest proportion of the post-1900
immigrants to the United States, the Black immigrant population has increased
significantly in the last four decades (especially in the 1980s and 1990s). The
foreign-born Black population in 1960 was only slightly more than 100,000, but
by the year 2000, over 2 million foreign-born Black immigrants were living in
the United States, an increase of about 2000%. The proportion of immigrants
among the total U.S. Black population increased from 0.7% in 1960 to 1.1% in
1970, 3% in 1980, 4% in 1990, and 7% in 2000. The U.S. Census Bureau projects
a further increase in the foreign-born Black population and their offspring over
the coming decades.

Among Black immigrants, non-Hispanic Caribbean natives (mostly Barba-
dians, Grenadians, Haitians, Jamaicans, Trinidadians and Tobagonians) and
Africans (mostly Ethiopians, Ghanaians, Kenyans, Nigerians, Somalis and South
Africans) made up the majority of the two million foreign-born people of African
origin in the 2000 U.S. Census. According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census
(2003), the Caribbean Black population is composed of approximately 450,000
Haitians and 600,000 Jamaicans, and they are concentrated in a few states. About
half live in New York and approximately 20% live in Florida, primarily in the
Miami area. Moreover, virtually all Haitians and Jamaicans live in large cities.

In comparison to the Caribbean immigrant population, only a small number
of African Black immigrants (approximately 540,000) were able to come to the
United States between 1820 and 2000, although the rate has increased sharply
in recent years with more Blacks migrating to the United States from Africa
between 1990 and 2003 than in nearly the entire preceding two centuries. As
a result, for the first time in U.S. history, more Blacks (50,000 annually) now
come to the United States from Africa than those who came during the years
of slave trade (Roberts, 2005). Nigerians constitute the largest number at about
100,000 persons. Many African immigrants choose New York City as their place
of residence. However, no large ethnic community of Black immigrants from a
single African country currently exists in the United States.

6.2. Socialization, Identity, and Achievement of Black
Students

Researchers and commentators of the past and present reported adverse living
situations, residential segregation, and social isolation as prevalent among the
Black American population in the United States and attributed these problems
to the combined effects of classism and racism (Du Bois, 1989). Researchers
generally agree that children from families with low socioeconomic status are
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more likely to experience difficulties in school and attain lower levels of overall
academic achievement than their middle-class counterparts in the United States
and that, racism has played a significant historical role in the disproportionate
numbers of Black and Hispanic children living in poverty relative to White
children. The lack of familial resources and unconcerned or ambivalent educa-
tional institutions are largely responsible for the historical failure of minority
children in schools. However, psycho-cultural factors may also play a role.
Research indicates that a low level of academic attainment by Black children is
also related to their self-prophecy, in which social-historical negative images and
low expectations have a psychological impact on Black children’s self-esteem
and confidence. This, in turn, affects levels of academic attainment. This could
be ascribed to the influence of the peer group and a defensive anti-school culture,
which are particularly prevalent among Black students in middle and high school
years (Fordham & Ogbu, 1989)

6.2.1. Impact of Socioeconomic Conditions

Researchers generally agree that socioeconomic conditions influence children’s
level of educational attainment. Race is highly correlated with class and it is,
therefore, difficult to disentangle their influences on educational processes and
outcomes (Mickelson & Dubois, 2002). In spite of the fact that a considerable
portion of the Black American population has moved steadily into the middle
class since the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, a higher percentage of the
Black population has remained at or under the poverty level than any other racial
group. A significant number of studies have addressed the low socioeconomic
status, adverse living conditions, and single parent family structures among
certain segments of the Black population in the United States, and the impact of
these factors on Black children’s education. For example, Lara-Cinisomo, Pebley,
Variana, Maggio, Berends and Lucas (2004) found that the most important factors
associated with the educational achievement of children were socioeconomic
factors, broadly defined (e.g., parental education levels, family and neighborhood
income and poverty, etc.). Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate the impact of
socioeconomic and social factors on children’s education.

6.2.2. Impact of Socialization in School

Research studies of the socialization process for children in school indicate
the powerful influences on children from peer pressure and popular culture.
The influences divert children’s attention from understanding the important
link between their academic studies and their future. American teenagers who
experience more peer pressure, and who are more influenced by popular culture,
relative to their peers tend to do poorly in school. Furthermore, researchers report
an interesting phenomenon in which working-class White teens (e.g., Weis,
1985) and oppressed minority children of all classes are affected by an anti-
school culture, resulting in disrespect for authority and an increased emphasis
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on peer solidarity. To some extent, this phenomenon results in a collectively
defensive identity, whereby underprivileged children resist feelings of subor-
dination by intentionally ignoring social customs and school rules in order to
protect their self-esteem. Researchers report that black students who pursue
academic advancement in school are sometimes viewed as “acting White” and as
being less loyal to their peers. These stereotypes among some Black American
students can result in negative and counterproductive consequences (Fordham &
Ogbu, 1989).

Immigrant children from countries where schools teach values and practice
socialization patterns differently from schools in the United States may struggle
with different interpretations of, and psychological reactions to, the social-
ization process in US schools. Such children may also face problems developing
effective coping strategies for the difficulties they encounter in the United States.
For example, many immigrant teenagers are viewed as strangers and outsiders by
their native-born peers, and suffer from social exclusion, and thus may not be as
readily influenced by popular culture as native-born children. Many immigrant
teenagers also have parents who strongly deny the legitimacy of youth popular
culture in the home and community, thus guarding them from being overwhelmed
by its influence (Gibson, 1988).

6.3. Cultural Patterns and Identities

Empirical studies indicate that different Black groups developed distinct forms,
ways and rates of cultural adaptation, with various and sometimes contradictory
strategies. Adaptation strategies are influenced by the structural context of the
receiving societies, the immigrant communities, and their interactions. Parents
and children developed and applied a variety of adaptive strategies derived from
how different groups perceived their vulnerabilities and resources, and how the
results of these strategies played out in the specific social and cultural contexts
in their home countries and in the United States. One of the adaptation strategies
relates to self-perceived identity. Black immigrants may perceive the possibility
of renegotiating the meanings of their racial identity with mainstream society in
an attempt to change their racial label by reserving their status as immigrants who
maintain an ethnic/nationality identity reflecting their parents’ national origins.

It is important for researchers to explore the issues related to the perceptions of
Black immigrants and their strategies to cope with difficulties when we examine
the role of their identity deconstruction and reconstruction. For example, an
increasing number of studies have reported that many Caribbean immigrants
want mainstream society to identify them as Caribbean or West Indian, and not
as Black Americans, in order to help them cope with issues of racism, classism,
and assimilationism. Since most research focusing on Black immigrant identity
issues has studied West Indians rather than immigrants from Africa (see Kamya,
1997), the research here uses Caribbean Blacks as examples for the theoretical
framework presented.
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Recent studies of identity formation among Black immigrants may elucidate
implications of studies of identity and educational performance. Scholars
(e.g., Foner, 1987; Gibson, 1991; Waters, 1999) have observed a cultural
division between Caribbean Blacks and Black Americans. Dodoo (1997) and
Woldemikael (1989) identify several major differences between Black immigrant
communities and Black American communities that may partially explain their
different perceptions of reality and their reactions to societal discrimination.
First, the migration ideology of most Caribbean immigrants may be the reason
not only for their optimistic perception of the possibility of upward mobility for
Black immigrants but also for their motivation to endure hardship and discrim-
inatory treatment. Ogbu (1991, 1994) argues that immigrants who come to the
United States voluntarily for economic reasons tend to downplay discriminatory
treatment and emphasize progress made in their economic condition and their
children’s education opportunities because they do not compare themselves to
the more affluent White Americans, but rather to the poorer folks back in their
home countries.

Secondly, the recallable life experiences of Black immigrants from most
Caribbean and African countries are different from those of native-born Black
Americans, which is due in large part to different sociocultural histories in
the countries from which they emigrated. Most West Indian immigrants were
socialized in the more favorable racial and cultural climate of the Caribbean,
where they have always been a racial majority and have had more positive role
models in all walks of life. This situation may promote self-confidence, leading
to high expectations and a more optimistic attitude about the future, which may
manifest in higher educational and occupational achievement (Dodoo, 1997).

Thirdly, Ainsworth-Darnel and Downey (1998) suggest that Black Americans
and Black immigrants have different interpretations and solutions for the “Black
problem” in contemporary America due to segregated occupations and housing
situations, lack of knowledge regarding racial history, and inexperience with
discriminatory realities in the United States. While many Black Americans may
applaud the progress made in the last several decades, they also blame their
continuing difficulties on social and economic inequality and racial discrimi-
nation. Many Black Americans advocate government efforts, such as affirmative
action, to eliminate historical and current barriers for Black people. In contrast,
immigrant Blacks may perceive that Black Americans overemphasize their own
vulnerability and discount the power of individual initiative and determination.
Although some of these perceptions may be due to different sociocultural experi-
ences, they may also be due to the segregated occupational and housing situations
of most recent Caribbean immigrants in larger cities. Many Caribbean immigrants
living in inner-city areas tend to have more contact with the most vulnerable
segments of the Black American population. They may misinterpret their experi-
ences with poor, undereducated, and unemployed inner city Black residents as
the typical characteristics of the Black American population as a whole.

These different perceptions and understandings may have produced survival
and success strategies for Black immigrants and their children that differ
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from those of non-immigrant Black Americans. Kasinitz (1992) reports that
Black immigrants attempt to escape the negative racial label attached to Black
Americans by holding on to their native culture and national identity. Waters
(1999) pointed out that the formation of identity among young Caribbean Blacks
allows them to negotiate the meaning of their racial identity, replacing the racial
label with their preferred ethnicity or nationality. In Waters’ findings, young-
sters who identified themselves as Caribbean Blacks were more likely to live
in a Caribbean immigrant community where subcultures are built on optimism,
self-defined identity, and social networks. Many youngsters and their parents
tended to see more opportunities and rewards for their efforts and initiative.
Waters also found that immigrant youngsters who identified themselves as Black
Americans were more likely to perceive their future less optimistically and see
less economic return on their educational investment. Relative to youngsters who
chose a Caribbean Black identity, these youngsters were more likely to associate
with low-motivation peer groups and tended to do poorly in school (Fordham,
1996).

Related to the above, the strength of the immigrant community is a powerful
predictor of the outcomes of children’s socialization (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).
Waters (1999) points out differences in children’s behavior result from what
children hear from their parents and how they share their interpretation of these
messages with their peers. Many Caribbean parents work hard to make rapid
economic progress and to achieve middle class status while preserving their
immigrant homeland culture, pride, values, and solidarity. They pass on these
beliefs and behaviors to their children, individually as well as collectively. As
observed by Vickerman (1999), of great importance to the Caribbean Black
community is that all parents of second-generation Caribbean immigrant children
pass on the same message and values to their children.

6.4. Immigration, Assimilation Models, and Educational
Attainment

Although there have been some research studies on Black adults (Bryce-Laoirte,
1972), very little comparative work exists on the educational attainment of Black
immigrant and Black American children. In this section, we begin by briefly
describing the relationship between immigration-related assimilation patterns and
educational attainment in terms of classic assimilation and segmented assimi-
lation.

6.4.1. Classic and Segmented Assimilation

Past studies were more likely to apply classic assimilation, which assumes quick
and complete Americanization and integration into the middle classes. However,
this straight-line assimilation model, usually associated in the past with White
immigrant ethnic groups, is inconsistent with actual educational and occupational
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attainment of third-generation Black immigrants (e.g., Schlesinger, 2002). This
model has also been challenged by the persistent educational and economic
gaps among minority groups and between minorities and majority Whites. The
economic and social outlook for many Blacks and Latinos whose families have
lived in the United States for generations may veer in a direction opposite to
their immigration dream, resulting in an entry into the economic underclass.

Focusing their research on Hispanic and Asian immigrants, some scholars
(e.g., Portes & Zhou, 1993) have proposed a segmented assimilation model
that emphasizes the multiple and contradictory paths various immigrant groups
take and that predicts complex outcomes as a result of these variations.
The earlier segmented assimilation model characterized the immigrants’ new
home, the United States, as the home of multiple stratification systems with
economic, racial and gender hierarchies. When immigrants were absorbed into
U.S. society, they were incorporated into these stratified configurations (Ogbu,
1994). The concentration of Black immigrants in central cities made for their
easy entrance into the lowest stratum of society. Scholars have argued that central
city residency exposed immigrant minority children to the poverty subculture
developed by marginalized native youths to cope with their own difficult situation
(Portes, 1995).

6.5. Generational Effects

The recent experiences of Black immigrants and those of other immigrant groups
have invalidated the theories of the classic assimilation model. Recent quanti-
tative studies have indicated that the segmented/selective assimilation framework
is more viable for predicting and interpreting immigrant children’s level of
educational attainment when examining the gaps among race and generation
status (Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). Many studies have reported an intergenera-
tional decline in education and incomes for some groups, as well as persistent
educational and income gaps between Whites and non-Whites across genera-
tions. Without considering the generational effect, previous research involving
cross-racial and ethnic-group comparisons show that Black students generally
do not do as well as either White or Asian students in school, but do better
than Mexican and Puerto Rican students in terms of number of school years
completed, percentage of high school graduates, percentage of college graduates,
and most other indicators of educational attainment (Arias, 1986; Grant and
Rong, 1999; Matute-Bianchi, 1986).

When the immigrant generation effect is taken into consideration, some
studies show a curvilinear pattern for student achievement across genera-
tions. The second-generation students (American-born children with immigrant
parents) do better educationally than immigrant or native-born groups, though
immigrant youths who arrive at a young age may perform at an equivalent
level to second-generation students (e.g., Rong and Grant, 1992; Kao & Tienda,
1995). Rong & Brown (2001) reported that second-generation Caribbean Black
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immigrant youth have higher levels of educational attainment than Black children
without an immigration background.

More recent studies, however, reported a downward trend associated with
time of residency, with newcomers attaining higher grade point averages than
students whose families have lived in the U.S. longer (Porte & Rumbaut,
2001; Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). Using NELS 1988 data, Kao & Tienda (1995)
reported that first-generation (foreign-born) Black children achieved the highest
scholastic outcomes on two out of four achievement measures. The John Harvard
Journal (2004) found that over 50% of the Black undergraduate students at
Harvard University are first-or second-generation immigrant youths, though these
two generations make up less than 10% of the Black American population. Rong
and Preissle (1998) have also reported that Black immigrant children are ahead
in schools and are more likely to be ahead of other children in educational
measures (e.g., persistence in school, satisfactory academic progress). Black
immigrant youth are also more likely than their Black American peers to stay in
school until receiving their high school diplomas. All these studies considered
the intertwining effects of race, ethnicity, generation, gender, social class, and
other important socio-demographic and cultural variables. These findings are
also consistent with the higher educational achievement and aspirations among
first- and second-generation Black immigrant children in Gibson’s qualitative
studies (1991).

6.6. Other Factors

Gender is another under-studied pertinent factor that influences the schooling
of immigrant students. It has been an established pattern that U.S. female
students generally outperform male students (Spring, 1994; U.S. Department of
Education, 2003). This includes Black female students who on average achieve
higher levels of educational attainment than Black male students at almost
all levels of education (Grant and Rong, 2002). Gibson’s (1991) ethnographic
study focused on the schooling of Black immigrant children in relation to
their immigrant generation, gender, ethnicity, and nationality. Gibson found that
female students did better than male students, regardless of immigrant status.
However, gender proved to be more significant for native-born youths than for
immigrants.

Caribbean Black immigrant students performed better than native students, but
the differences between females in both groups were minimal, while differences
between the immigrant and non-immigrant boys were substantial. Gibson’s study
also revealed a relationship between gender and immigrant status. In spite of the
fact that West Indian immigrants outperformed indigenous students, indigenous
female students actually did better in school than immigrant male students,
though the gap was fairly small. A similar gender pattern appeared in British
schools where, in general, West Indian females outperformed West Indian males
in academics, school persistence, and in overall school behavior (Fuller, 1980).
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6.7. Findings from U.S. 2000 Census Data

In light of our discussion on the variation of Black educational attainment patterns
and assimilation models, we highlight our findings of Black children’s educa-
tional attainment patterns. Based on the U.S. 2000 Census data, we conducted
a demographic study to analyze the factors contributing to attainment varia-
tions.1 The research also involved data from the Public Used Microdata Samples2

(PUMS 5%, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003), which represented the largest
population sample ever used in educational research3.

Our research project first examined the reality of children’s lives and their
schooling, and compared and contrasted the individual characteristics, family
types, and community environments across generations of U.S. residence,
race/ethnicity and gender. This project, then, explored levels of educational
attainment for each subgroup and conducted comparisons across these subgroups,
which examined the relationships between socio-economic and demographic
factors and young people’s educational attainment.

The variables used in the research related to children’s surroundings, the
social and physical environments in which children live, related information on
immigrant parents, the types of families of the children live, residential areas,
local communities, and the states and regions in which they live. Since children
are compared based on their residential generations, the following variables were
included in the data analysis: language resources, the attrition and retention of
their native tongues, and English acquisition.

Socioeconomic Conditions, Generation Effects, and Ethnic Differences.
Although many studies have addressed the relationship between the socioeco-
nomic status of the family and children’s levels of educational attainment, few
studies have compared the socioeconomic condition of a Black population by
immigrant generation and ethnic group simultaneously. The findings of this
research project were consistent with the reviewed literature. As stated earlier,
being Black is likely to be a disadvantage regarding socioeconomic status, family
situation, and structure. By contrast, being a member of the Second-Generation

1 For the purposes of this chapter, we did not elaborate on our research methods and
design. Please note, however, “ordinary least squares regressions” were conducted to
examine the simultaneous effects of generation of residence, gender, and race and ethnicity
on educational attainment along with other socio-economic and demographic variables.
Since the primary data analysis revealed interaction between race and ethnicity and
generation of residence; therefore, regressions were conducted separately for African
Blacks, Caribbean Blacks, and Non-Hispanic European Whites.
2 PUMS 5% (U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003)) represents 5% of the total housing units
in the United States and 14 million persons residing in them.
3 The population was a stratified sub-sample of the full decennial U.S. Censuses of
Population and Housing, approximately 16% of all housing units that received the long-
form census questionnaires in 2000. The project used the data of approximately three
million children and youth between the ages of 5 and 24 years old who were living with
parent(s) or guardian(s) in 2000.
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is likely to put that person at an advantage regarding the same set of factors.
In combining the effects of race and generation, African American long-term
residents (the Third-plus Generation and beyond) are the most disadvantaged in
most aspects of social, economic, and family life. Second-Generation Whites are
the most advantaged in most of the same respects.

For example, three observations can be made here. First, American-born
children of immigrant parents are less likely to be in families under the poverty
level and more likely to be in families whose incomes are equal to or higher than
95% of the U.S. population. This observation is consistent for White, Caribbean
Black, and African Black children alike. Secondly, the effects of being third-
generation on family economic status are varied. At the poorest end of Americans,
First-Generation Caribbean Blacks and African Blacks are less likely to live in
families at or under the poverty level than those in the Third-Plus Generations.
For Whites, the First-Generation is worse off financially than the Third-Plus
Generation, as more First-Generation than Third-Plus Generation Whites live at
or under the poverty level. At the richest end of Americans, first Generation
Whites and African Blacks are more likely to live in families whose incomes
are at or higher than the 95th percentile, although First-Generation Caribbean
Blacks are less likely to live in families with income levels at or higher than 95%
of the U.S. population. Thirdly, race is clearly correlated with family economic
conditions. White children are less likely to live in families at or under poverty
level, but are more likely to live in families at the top 5% of the population in
terms of income than either Caribbean Black children or African Black children
across all generations.

Educational Attainment and Other Factors. The educational attainment data
suggest complex patterns varied with race or nationality and generation. Several
general patterns emerge. The descriptive data indicate that children’s educational
attainment clearly varies with race and ethnicity as well as with generation
of residence. Descriptive statistics also indicate that, for all groups, the cross-
generational gender patterns conform to the current U.S. pattern of women
attaining more years of school than men for each generation. The examination of
the combined effects of race/ethnicity, generation and gender revealed that the
African Black males were disadvantaged for each generational phase compared
with White and Caribbean Black males. However, Caribbean Black males in
the Second-Generation and Third-Plus Generation had more years of school
than co-generation White males, and Caribbean Black females in the Second
Generation and Third-Plus Generations also compared favorably to co-generation
White females measured by the mean years of school. African Black males of
the Third-Plus Generation have the lowest years of school, and higher school
graduation rates and college graduation rates than any other subgroup.

In examining the simultaneous effects of generation of residence, gender, and
race or ethnicity on educational attainment, the socio-economic and demographic
variables4 were considered the most significant. Assuming that demographic and

4 the inferential statistics reveal the significant effects of most socioeconomic variables
included in the model.
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socioeconomic factors are equalized, the impact of being Second-Generation on
years of school attainment is consistent across race or pan-nationality and gender
groups. Children of the Second-Generation attain significantly more years of
school than members of the First-Generation for all race or ethnic groups.

The greatest increase at this generational phase occurs for Caribbean Blacks,
for whom being Second-Generation rather than First-Generation has the most
powerful impact on educational attainment. The effects of being Third-Plus
Generation on educational attainment reveal two patterns for the three groups.
For African Blacks and Whites, educational attainment peaks in the Second-
Generation and declines thereafter; for Caribbean Blacks, attainment peaks in the
Second-Generation and levels off from the Second-Generation to the Third-Plus
Generation.

When levels of educational attainment are compared between the First-
Generation and the Third- Plus Generation, it is found that being born of
immigrant parents in the United States results in definite educational benefits
for a child. Longer residence in the United States, however, may not produce
further gains and, in some cases, is even associated with steep declines in levels
of educational attainment. White children of the Third-Plus Generation have
much fewer years of school than do White children of the First-Generation. For
Caribbean Blacks and African Blacks, being born and living in the United States
for more generations provides no gains in comparison to being an immigrant.

6.8. Discussion of Findings

The combination of the classic assimilation model and the segmented assimilation
model provides a suitable basis for interpreting the empirical findings. The
results for our research project indicate that the barriers for Blacks are both
socioeconomic and racial. Caribbean and Black youth are more likely to live in
families with fewer resources than White children, and difficult family situations
jeopardize Black children’s educational advancement. Length of residency of
generations in the United States exacerbates the difficulties faced by Black
Americans and does not necessarily alleviate them. One of the explanations for
why the Non-Hispanic White youth in the first generation can move forward
more quickly economically and educationally than any other group is that White
immigrants may face fewer barriers in a racially stratified society.

In addition to the structural explanation, intergenerational progression accul-
turation theories also provide valid explanations for the research findings. This
acculturation theory illuminates the psychological coping strategies developed
from ethnic identity reconstruction as described earlier. In addition, it is
important to consider how social/cultural capital can influence community life
(e.g., networking, solidarity, transnational and transcultural social space).

The findings also indicate that basic assimilation steps, such as acquiring English
proficiency, are significant predictors of higher attainment. More extensive assim-
ilation steps, however, such as abandoning one’s heritage language and moving
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away from ethnic communities in central cities, can have an adverse impact on
educational attainment.

The research literature provides a valid explanation for the economic
and educational differences in findings between Black immigrants and
Black Americans (Vickerman, 1999). Vickerman reported that earlier writers
(e.g., Reid, 1939) advanced the notion that cultural factors, both historical
and contemporary, are the determinants of the extent to which upwardly
mobile Blacks can achieve higher socioeconomic status and levels of educa-
tional attainment in the United States. Dodoo (1997) explains that Caribbean
immigrants’ socialization is strengthened by the more racially supportive climate
of the Caribbean, where they have always been a racial majority. From this
point of view, Black Americans may be vulnerable relative to Caribbean Blacks
because of the legacy of having endured a harsh racism and post-slavery existence
as a racial minority in the United States (see also Sowell, 1994). Therefore,
Caribbean Blacks, as well as newly emigrated Africans, bring a different cultural
history that may support a stronger desire to overcome the challenges of their
immigrant status and race (see also Omi & Winant, 1986).

Regarding the differences in the research findings between African and
Caribbean groups, it is speculated that the higher levels of educational
attainment of second-generation Caribbean Black immigrant youths over African
immigrants, and the third-generation decline in comparison to the first gener-
ation (characteristic of African youth rather than Caribbean youth), may be
partially attributed to the very large concentration of Haitians and Jamaicans in
large cities, such as New York and Miami. In contrast to the Caribbean Blacks,
recent African immigrants do not have large African neighborhoods or commu-
nities that provide strong social networks. Traveling to Caribbean countries has
always been easier than traveling to Africa and the exchange of transnational
human resources and material goods is a long-established pattern between North
America and Caribbean areas (Rong & Brown, 2001).

However, some scholars (Kasinitz, Battle & Miyares, 2001) have argued that
all immigrants have tended to move along the continuum from a national identity
for their country of origin towards an American identity when the length of their
U.S. residency is taken into consideration:

Since their racial socialization takes place in the United States they have little or no direct
experience of societies in which people of African descent are the majority. Without a
viable ethnic enclave to serve either as a springboard or a safety net, the future of a West
Indian middle class is ultimately linked to that of the larger African-American middle
class, into which it is, for better or for worse, rapidly merging. (p. 295).

In terms of gender effects, the research findings are consistent with the findings
of other studies when the intertwined effects of race, ethnicity, generation, and
other important socio-demographic variables are taken into account. To explain
the gender gap associated with immigrant generations, Portes (1996) and Pedraza
(1991) have concluded that immigrant communities in the U.S do not necessarily
replicate native cultures, but rather combine traditional norms and practices
with novel responses to unique structural conditions encountered in the United
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States. Thus, they speculate that immigration may enhance women’s levels of
achievement by freeing them from patriarchal norms in their countries of origin.
Gibson (1991) has argued that Black male students may experience more racism
and, therefore, may be more strongly motivated to become involved with anti-
school cultures. Black teenage girls were less likely than their brothers to develop
an adversarial relationship with the school system or to view schooling as a
threat their identity.

6.9. Conclusion and Recommendations

In summary, we offer three major categories of recommendations that have
emerged based on our chapter (see also Rong & Brown, 2002). These recom-
mendations relate to policymaking, changes in schools, and teacher training and
retraining:

6.9.1. Educational Policies and Children’s SES Status

Since researchers have found that improved socioeconomic conditions among
Black children correspond strongly to decreases in test score gaps (Lara-
Cinisomo et al., 2004), it is important that structural inequalities (such as poverty,
adverse living conditions, inferior education, occupational stratification, etc.) are
highlighted and taken into account when educational policies are made. Two
concrete recommendations emerge from our chapter:

1. SES Components for Educational Policies: Education policy for disad-
vantaged families and communities should not be limited to conventional
education policy alone; that is, socioeconomic policies that benefit lower-
income families and communities should be recognized also as educational
policies on behalf of the children in these families and communities.

2. Being Advocates for Children from Disadvantaged Backgrounds: Educators
need to pay greater attention to contextual factors promoting or impeding
the educational achievement of immigrant and native minority children,
as indicated in the findings from our project with census data. Schools
and teachers need to be these children’s advocates who encourage and
urge governments to act affirmatively to promote structural changes and
provide equal educational opportunities for all people, especially disadvan-
taged minorities (Nieto, 1995).

6.10. Diversity and School Reform

Recent waves of immigrants have further diversified the U.S. population, and
racial and ethnic identities are becoming increasingly complex as American
society becomes more heterogeneous. Educators who work with immigrant
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children need to change their simplistic notion that race relations in America are
mostly binary. Although this may still be true in many parts of the country, the
flood in immigration over the past three decades has redrawn the map of racial
and ethnic composition in many communities, where the polyethnic split is now
among Whites, Blacks, Latinos, and Asians. In this context, the following three
recommendations emerge from our chapter:

1. Change of Teachers’ Perceptions and Attitudes: Educators need to move
away from the conventional thinking that each racial group is represented by
one homogenous culture with a single identity. According to earlier scholarly
writings, the intragroup variability in the Black American population has
always existed, and the modern period has witnessed examples of these
differences among African Americans (see Butler, 1991; Horton, 1993; Lee,
1993). Teachers should avoid simplistic expectations about Black immigrant
students’ attitudes and behaviors, educational aspirations, and academic
performance. They need to recognize and respect the wide range of identities
and cultural competencies in Black students – immigrant and nonimmi-
grant alike.

2. Changes in Instruction and Instructional Environment: Teachers should
devise instruction appropriate for teaching students from diverse backgrounds.
Furthermore, teachers need to reconstruct learning environments in such a
way that diverse conditions and resources are acknowledged and accommo-
dated. With this in mind, educators working on intervention programs can
focus on established patterns of practice to improve the experiences of all
Black students in U.S. schools and to look for alternative practices as well.

3. Promote Cross-group Interactions: Schools are excellent arenas in which to
promote awareness and exchange of a wide range of identities and cultural
competencies available to all Black students. Schools need to conscientiously
promote and encourage cultural interaction (such as school-community inter-
action, parental participation in education policy decision-making processes,
etc.) and cross-nurturing among native-born Black Americans and immigrant
Blacks. Through cultural exchange, empathetic interactions, and mutual
understanding and influence, Black immigrants and native Blacks could
together challenge the status quo in race relations in the United States and
build a broader and more inclusive African American community that may
provide resources for all.

6.11. Black Teachers and Black Immigrant Students

Since the majority of Black immigrants live in central cities and other
metropolitan areas and study in schools with a mix of many minority groups,
they are likely to be taught by educators who are themselves minorities, most of
whom are Black Americans. Black American teachers need to recognize within-
black diversities and give legitimacy to ethnic, national and cultural claims.
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Due to the different racial contexts Black immigrants will encounter in the
United States, they may not be well prepared to deal with racism in their daily
lives. Black educators can help Black immigrant children close the gap between
Black immigrants’ knowledge of American society prior to their immigration
and the current American reality. Although it is an understandable psychological
reaction and sociological tactic for newcomers to resist, reject, and distance
themselves from involuntary negative race classifications when they perceive
they have the option to do so, it is important for Black educators to caution Black
immigrant students not to misconstrue the problems of the most disadvantaged
Black Americans as being necessarily characteristic of the experiences of all
African Americans (Vickerman, 1999).
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7
Divergent Origins and Destinies:
Children of Asian Immigrants

Min Zhou

Americans of Asian origins have family histories in the United States longer
than many Americans of Eastern or Southern European origins. However, their
numbers have become visible only in recent decades, rising from 1.4 million in
1970 to 11.9 million (or 4% of the total US population) in 2000. Before 1970, the
Asian-origin population was largely made up of Japanese, Chinese and Filipinos.
Today Americans of Chinese and Filipino origins are the largest subgroups
(at 2.8 million and 2.4 million respectively), followed by Indians, Koreans,
Vietnamese and Japanese (at more than one million). Some 20 other national-
origin or ethnic subgroups, such as Cambodians, Lao, Hmong, Thai, Indone-
sians, Pakistanis, and Bangladeshis have been officially counted by government
statistics only since 1980. Because of the historical circumstances of legal
exclusion and contemporary immigration, Asian Americans have just begun to
mature into the second generation in large numbers since the late 1980s, and for
the Japanese, into the fourth generation.1 As of 2000, approximately two-thirds
of Americans of Asian origins is foreign born (the first and 1.5 generation),
another 27% is U.S. born of foreign-born parentage (the second generation),
and less than 10% is U.S. born of U.S.-born parentage (the third generation or
higher).2

There has been relatively little concern with whether or not the children of
Asian immigrants can make it into the American mainstream, partly because
of their comparatively high socioeconomic status (SES) upon arrival and partly

1 The 1.5 generation includes the foreign born who arrived in the United States as young
children, mostly prior to age 13. As of 1990 the third-generation (the children of U.S.
born parentage) represented barely 10 percent, of the Asian American child population.
Japanese American children were an exception: 54.3 percent of them are members of
the third or higher generation, compared with 9.2 percent of Chinese, 10.7 percent of
Filipinos, 1.2 percent of Indians, 2.8 percent of Koreans, 1.2 percent of Vietnamese, and
5.3 percent of other Asians.
2 Based on estimates from the 1998–2002 Current Population Survey of the U.S. Bureau
of the Census.
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because of their extraordinary educational achievement. The general perception
is that a great majority of the children, even those from poor socioeconomic
backgrounds, will succeed in school and later in life, and that the “model
minority” image represents a reality rather than a myth. This chapter examines
the problems and limitations of the homogenized image of Asian Americans
based on the analysis of the U.S. census data and my own ethnographic case
studies in Asian immigrant communities. I argue that Asian immigrants and
their U.S.-born or U.S.-raised children are living in a society that is highly
stratified not only by class but also by race. This reality, combined with unique
cultures, immigration histories, family and community resources, has shaped
and, to an important extent, determined the educational outcomes of the children
of Asian immigrants. The chapter starts with a discussion about intragroup
diversity impacted by contemporary Asian immigration. It then explains how
diversity creates opportunities and constraints to affect the trajectories of second-
generation mobility. Finally, the chapter extracts lessons from two ethnographic
case studies, Chinese and Vietnamese, to illustrate how culture interacts with
structure to affect unique social environments conducive to education.

7.1. Contemporary Asian Immigration and Intragroup
Diversity

The phenomenal growth of Asian Americans in the span of 30 odd years is
primarily due to the accelerated immigration and the historic resettlement of
Southeast Asian refugees after the Vietnam War. Between 1970 and 2000, nearly
7 million immigrants were legally admitted to the United States as permanent
residents from Asia. The share of immigrants from Asia as a proportion of
the total foreign-born population to the United States soared from 5% of all
arrivals in the 1950s, to 11% in the 1960s, to more than one-third since the
1970s. While the majority of contemporary Asian immigrants are either family-
sponsored migrants (more than three quarters) or employer-sponsored skilled
workers (nearly 20%), those from Southeast Asia are primarily refugees. Between
1975 and 2000, nearly one million refugees arrived from Vietnam, Laos and
Cambodia as a direct result of the failed U.S. intervention in Southeast Asia.
Overall, 76% of all foreign-born Asians entered the United States in the past
two decades (43% entered between 1990 and 2000) (Reeves & Bennett, 2004).
Table 7.1 shows the ethnic composition and pertinent information of these ethnic
populations.

7.2. Diversity in Socioeconomic Backgrounds

Unlike earlier immigrants from Asia or Europe and contemporary immigrants
from Latin America, who were mostly low-skilled laborers looking for work,
today’s immigrants from Asia have come from more diverse backgrounds.
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Table 7.1. Selected Characteristics of Asian Americans.

Percent
distri-
bution

Percent
under
18

Percent
foreign
born

Percent
English
Less
than
very
well

Percent
bachelor’s
degree or
more

Managerial
& Profes-
sional
occupa-
tions

Median
family
income
($1000)

Percent
in
poverty

Chinese 23�8 21�4 70�9 49�6 48�1 52�3 60�1 13�5
Filipino 18�3 22�1 67�7 24�1 43�8 38�2 65�2 6�3
Indian 16�2 24�8 75�4 23�1 63�9 59�9 70�7 9�8
Vietnamese 10�9 26�9 76�1 62�4 19�4 26�9 47�1 16�0
Korean 10�5 24�3 77�7 50�5 43�8 38�7 47�6 14�8
Japanese 7�8 12�1 39�5 27�2 41�9 50�7 70�8 9�7
Cambodian 1�8 38�6 65�8 53�5 9�2 17�8 35�6 29�3
Hmong 1�7 55�2 55�6 58�6 7�5 17�1 32�4 37�8
Laotian 1�6 34�4 68�1 52�8 7�7 13�4 43�5 18�5
Pakistani 1�5 32�8 75�5 31�7 54�3 43�5 50�2 16�5
Thai 1�1 15�3 77�8 46�9 38�6 33�4 49�6 14�4
Other Asian 4�7 31�6 56�5 32�7 41�4 39�8 50�7 15�6
All Asian 100�0 25�6 68�9 39�5 44�1 44�6 59�3 12�4
All U.S. 3�9 23�9 11�1 8�1 24�4 33�6 50�5 12�6

Source: U.S. Census of the Population, 2000 (reconstructed from Reeves & Bennett, 2004).

Contemporary immigrants from Asia have arrived in the United States for a
variety of reasons: reuniting with families, investing in businesses, fulfilling the
demand for highly skilled and low-skilled labor, and escaping war, political
or religious persecution, and economic hardship. Chinese, Filipino, and Indian
Americans tend to be over-represented among scientists, engineers, physicians
and other highly skilled professionals, while Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian,
and Hmong Americans, most of whom entered the United States as refugees, tend
to be disproportionately low-skilled workers. Overall, however, Asian Americans
appear to fare better than the general U.S. population on key socioeconomic
status (SES) measures.

As shown in Table 7.1, 44% of adult Asians, as opposed to 24% in the total US
adult population, had at least a bachelor’s degree, and 45% of workers were in
managerial or professional occupations, as opposed to 34% among U.S. workers.
The median family income for Asian families was $59,000 in 1999, as opposed
to $50,000 for average American families. Poverty rates for Asian families were
at the same level as that for other American families (12%). These averages,
however, mask the vast heterogeneity among Asian-origin groups. While highly
skilled and professional Asians boast high SES, Southeast Asians, especially
Hmong and Cambodians, trail far behind. Less than 10 percent of Hmong
and Cambodian adults had a bachelor’s degree. The median family incomes
for Hmong and Cambodian families were $32,000 and $36,000, respectively.
Poverty rates for Hmong families was 38% and for Cambodian family, 29%.
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Asians also suffer from a severe lack of English proficiency even among some
relatively high SES subgroups. While 79 percent of Asians spoke a language other
than English at home, reflecting the recency of immigration, 40 percent spoke
English less than “very well.” The sub-groups that had a majority of people who
spoke English less than “very well” included Chinese, Koreans, and Thai (50%);
Cambodian and Laotian (54%); Hmong (59%), and Vietnamese (62%) (Reeves &
Bennett, 2004).

7.3. Diversity in Settlement Patterns

Despite the geographical concentration in historically gateway cities, settlement
patterns among Asian Americans are more diverse than ever before. While Asian
Americans have continued to heavily concentrate in the West, they have become
more dispersed geographically and suburbanized. Not surprising, California
alone accounts for 35 percent of all Asians (4.3 million) in the United States.
California is also home to the largest number of each of the six largest national-
origin groups—Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Indian, Korean, and Vietnamese.
Second behind California is New York State, which accounts for 10 percent, or
1.2 million, of all Asians. Chinese, Indians, and Koreans are heavily concentrated
in New York, but not Filipinos, Japanese, and Vietnamese.

Several other states are home to large populations of specific Asian-origin
groups. For example, Texas has the second largest Vietnamese population, next to
California. Illinois has the third largest Filipino population, next to California and
Hawaii. Washington has the third largest Japanese population, next to California
and Hawaii. And New Jersey has the third largest Indian and Korean populations,
next to California and New York. Among cities with populations that exceed
100,000, New York City, Los Angeles, and Honolulu have the largest number
of Asians, while Daly City, California and Honolulu are Asian-majority cities.
Some smaller cities in California such as Monterey Park (the first city in America
that reached an Asian majority in 1990 and remained an Asian-majority city in
2000) have also reached Asian majority status.

Traditional urban enclaves such as Chinatown, Little Tokyo, Manilatown,
Koreatown, Little Phnom Penh, and Thaitown continue to thrive or have recently
emerged in gateway cities. However, they no longer serve as primary centers of
initial settlement for the recently arrived since many new immigrants, especially
the affluent and highly skilled, bypass central cities altogether and settle in the
suburbs immediately after their arrival. For example, as of 2000, only 8% of
the Chinese in San Francisco and 12% of the Chinese in New York live in
inner-city Chinatowns. Likewise, only 13% of Vietnamese in Orange County,
California, live in Little Saigon, a mere 14% of Koreans in Los Angeles live in
Koreatown, and only 27% of Cambodians in Los Angeles live in Little Phnom
Penh. The majority of the Asian American population has spread to the outer
areas or suburbs in traditional gateway cities as well as in new urban centers of
Asian settlement across the country (Lai & Arguelles, 2003).
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7.4. Diversity in Language and Religion

Asian American cultures have diverse origins and different ways of incorporating
itself into American society. Each of the national-origin or ethnic groups has
brought its own respective cultural traditions including language and religion.
Linguistically, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese immigrants came
from countries with a single official language, but with many local dialects.
Filipino immigrants, in contrast, came from a country where Tagalog and English
are both dominant languages, and most of the Filipino immigrants are fluent
bilinguals prior to emigration. Most Indian immigrants are proficient in English,
but there are also 16 other official languages such as Hindi, Gujarati, Punjabi,
Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, Urdu, and others. Moreover, there are many local and
regional dialects spoken within each group. For example, immigrants from
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan share the same written Chinese language but
speak a variety of dialects—Cantonese, Mandarin, Fujianese, Chaozhounese, and
Shanghainese—that are not easily understood within the group.

In the Asian American community, there is no single religion that unifies
a pan-ethnic identity, but religion serves as one of the most important ethnic
institutions in the community. Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese
come primarily from non-Judeo Christian backgrounds where Confucianism
and/or Buddhism and its variations are widespread in the homelands. Western
colonization in the homelands and immigration to the United States have
led to a trend of conversion to Christianity prior to or after arrival. For
example, only 20% of the population in Korea is Protestant, but the majority
of Koreans in the United States is Protestants. Existing research also suggests
Protestant Koreans are more likely than others to emigrate (Min and Pyong
Gap, 1995). In Vietnam, only 10% of the population is Catholic, but nearly
a third in the United States is Catholic. Many Vietnamese refugees were
converted to Catholicism after they fled Vietnam as a way to obtain U.S.
sponsorship, largely due to the active role the Catholic Charities played in reset-
tling Vietnamese refugees in the United States. Conversion to Christianity is
also noticeable among immigrants from Taiwan, but at a smaller scale among
those from Mainland China and Japan. Many Filipino Americans are Catholic
since 80% of their homeland population practice Catholicism. Indian Americans
come from more diverse religious backgrounds with Hindus dominating,
followed by smaller numbers of Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, and Buddhists
(Zhou, 2004).

7.5. The Asian American Second Generation Coming
of Age: Opportunities and Constraints

Diversity in origins, socioeconomic backgrounds, settlement patterns, and
immigrant cultures has profound implications for the educational prospects
and identity formation of immigrant offspring. The U.S.-born Asian American
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population is still disproportionately young and of immigrant parentage. Unlike
their immigrant parents, many children of immigrants lack meaningful connec-
tions to their parents’ homelands. Thus, they are unlikely to consider a foreign
country across the Pacific as a point of reference, but are likely to evaluate
themselves or to be evaluated by others by the standards of their country of
birth or the one in which they are raised. Today, children of Asian immigrants
(1.5 or second-generation) encounter a more open America transformed by
the civil rights movements and thus aspire to become incorporated as part of
mainstream America. However, the outcomes of their incorporation may indicate
upward, downward, or horizontal mobility because American society is highly
segmented by class and race (Gans, 1992; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Perlmann &
Waldinger, 1997; Zhou, 1997).

First, the prospects of social mobility are complicated by divergence along
class lines that lead to fragmentation within the Asian American community.
Middle-class immigrants are able to start their American life with high-paying
professional jobs and secure a comfortable suburban living for their families.
Working-class immigrants and refugees, in contrast, often have to endure poverty
and low-paying menial jobs and live in economically deprived inner cities. Their
children’s chances of getting ahead in society are often constrained by residential
segregation and other structural disadvantages associated with low SES and
inner-city living, such as economic deprivation, inadequate schools, and unsafe
neighborhoods.

There are also other possibilities. Some immigrants from high SES
backgrounds in their homelands may find themselves living and/or working
amongst their working-class counterparts or poor native minorities in under-
privileged inner cities in America because they lack transferable job skills
or English proficiency. Other immigrants from low SES backgrounds in their
homelands, however, may find their way into middle-class suburbs through
family, friendship, or co-ethnic employment networks. They may live and
work in immigrant “ethnoburbs” with thriving co-ethnic economies and those
who work for middle-class families as live-in housekeepers.3 Also, because
of the global movement of people and capital, some ethnic communities
develop viable ethnic enclave economies that create tangible and intangible
benefits for low-SES co-ethnic members to move ahead in society, while
others lack social, cultural, and financial capital to do so. Thus, class bifur-
cation may not always naturally reproduce itself in the second generation.
What is at issue is how to ensure desirable educational outcomes normally
associated with high SES while countering negative outcomes associated with
low SES.

3 “Ethnoburb” is a term developed by the geographer Wei Li to capture the emerging
phenomenon of immigrant concentration in middle-class suburbs in the United States,
representing a reversed trend of ethnic concentration and succession (the normal trend
being suburban dispersion) in predominantly white middle class suburban communities
(Li, 1997).
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Second, race is likely to interact with class to affect the Asian American second
generation more profoundly than their parent generation. Despite a more open
host society and the relatively high SES of the group as a whole, racism and racial
stereotyping are the long-standing issues relevant to today’s Asian American
community. Although Asian Americans have made extraordinary achievements
and are celebrated as the “model minority” and even the “honorary white,”
they are still perceived as “foreigners” and are targeted against with derogative
terms and racial slurs. Moreover, Asian Americans have continued to receive
unequal returns to education. They often find themselves in situations where
they have to score exceptionally high in order to get into a good school and work
twice or many more times as hard in order to achieve occupational and earnings
parity with their non-Hispanic white counterparts. They often feel that doing
just as well as everybody else is not enough. They often hear their parents or
themselves saying: “you’ve got to stand out, and you’ve got to work much harder
and do much better.” Moreover, professional Asian Americans have constantly
faced the glass-ceiling barriers. For example, they are often considered hard
workers, competent scientists, engineers, and technicians, but not good managers
or executives.

The dual image of the “honorary white” and “forever foreigner” can be a
source of frustration; it can also serve as the basis for empowerment in the
second generation. Unlike their parents who appear all too ready to appreciate the
opportunities in their new country, to swallow the bitter fruit of unfair treatment,
and to bear the blunt of racism, the children feel entitled to equal citizenship
rights as all other Americans. They may consciously resist the unequal system
of racial stratification, but such resistance is often constrained by class. For
example, like their native-born minority counterparts in the inner city, US-
born children of working-class Asian immigrants may internalize their socially
imposed inferiority as part of their collective self-definition (Bourgois, 1998;
Fordham, 1996; Gibson, 1989). Consequently, they may adopt an “oppositional
outlook” toward the dominant group and mainstream institutions, regarding doing
well in school as “acting white” or “selling out” to the system that functions to
oppress them. They may also look down on their immigrant heritage as obsolete
and old-fashioned and detach from and the support and control of their families
and ethnic communities” (Zhou, 1997). Ironically, such symbolic expressions
of empowerment may hinder, rather than facilitate, social mobility. However,
Asian Americans have generally gained remarkable inroads into mainstream
America. In their collective struggle to fight for equality in citizenship, civil
rights, and representation, they have often adopted collective strategies to
muster family and community resources for self-help and to move along the
paths with least resistance, including ethnic entrepreneurship, overwork, and
over-education.

Third, the immigrant family continues to play a significant role in structuring
the lives of second-generation Asian Americans. Despite their diverse origins,
children of Asian immigrants share certain common family experiences. Most
prominently, the unduly familial obligation to fulfill the extraordinarily high
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parental expectations for educational and occupational achievement is a way to
repay their parents and honor their families.

Many Asian immigrant parents migrate to provide better opportunities for their
children even when they expect significant initial downward mobility. They are
all too aware of their own limits in ensuring socioeconomic mobility for their
children, and hence, turn to education as the surest path to move ahead. Thus, not
only do they place an enormous amount of pressure on their children to excel in
school, but they also provide the material means to assure success. For example,
they move to neighborhoods with strong public schools, send their children to
private after-school programs (including ethnic language programs, academic
tutoring, and enrichment institutions in the ethnic community), spend time to
seek out detailed academic information, and make decisions about schools and
majors for their children (Zhou & Kim, 2006).

Although the parents feel that they are doing what is best for their children,
the children—whose frame of reference is “American”—consider their parents
unacculturated, old-fashioned, and traditional disciplinarians who are incapable
of having fun and unwilling to show respect for their individuality. The children
view the immigrant family and ethnic community as symbols of the old world—
strictly authoritarian, severely demanding, and overwhelmingly stifling. At the
same time, the children also experience their parents’ daily struggles as new
immigrants surviving in America, and consequently, develop a ‘unique respect
and sensitivity toward them.

In sum, opportunities and constraints go hand-in-hand. Second-generation
Asian Americans have to straddle two social worlds unfolded by the dual
processes of immigration and racialization (Zhou & Lee, 2004). On the one hand,
they are intimately influenced and often intensely constrained by their immigrant
heritage even though ethnic distinctiveness associated with homeland traditions
and cultures blur with each succeeding generation (due to acculturation and rapid
and high rates of intermarriage). Research has illustrated how the immigrant
family and ethnic community have been the primary sources of support as well
as the primary sites of conflict (Zhou & Bankstons, 1998). On the other hand, the
lived experiences of second-generation Asian Americans are intrinsically linked
with racialization. Race complicates intragroup dynamics and intergenerational
relations. Because about two-thirds of the Asian American population is first
generation, native-born Asians must now confront renewed images of Asians
as “foreigners” while battling their unequal social status as racial minorities.
Resembling the new immigrants, the more “assimilated” native-born find that
they must actively and constantly distinguish themselves from the newer arrivals.
For instance, comments about one’s “good English” or inquiries about where
one comes from are often taken as insensitive at best, and offensive or even
insulting at worst, to native-born Asian Americans. By stark contrast, similar
encounters may tend to be interpreted or felt more positively among foreign-born
Asians. Different lived experiences between the generations are thus not only
generational, but also cultural (Zhou & Lee, 2004).
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7.6. Moving Ahead in Society: Culture Versus Structure

Like most Americans, the children of Asian immigrants regard education
as the most important means to social mobility, and they have actualized
the educational value in some remarkable ways. The higher than average
levels of Asian American educational achievement are publicly known. The
children of foreign-born physicians, scientists, and engineers and those of
disadvantaged backgrounds, Chinese or Hmong, girls or boys, repeatedly
appear on the lists of high school valedictorians and in competitive
academic decathlon teams, and win prestigious awards and honors at the
national, state, and local level (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Zhou & Xiong,
2005).

The children of Asian immigrants are also gaining admissions to presti-
gious universities in disproportionate numbers. For example, Asian Americans
comprise roughly 12% of California’s population but make up over one-
third of the undergraduates at the University of California campuses at
Berkeley, Los Angeles, and Irvine (UCB, 2004; UCI, 2004; UCLA, 2002).
The nation’s leading universities have also reported a dramatic increase in
enrollment of Asian Americans, who make up 28% of the undergraduates at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 25% at Stanford, 19% at Harvard,
and 17% at Yale (GoldSea, 2005). As of 2000, Asian Americans have attained
the highest level of education of all racial groups in the United States: 44%
of Asian American adults have attained bachelor’s degrees or higher, and
the ratio for those with advanced degrees (e.g., master’s, Ph.D., M.D. or
J.D.) is one in seven. Although some ethnic groups, such as Cambodians,
Lao, and Hmong, still trail behind other East and South Asians in most
indicators of achievement, they too show significant signs of upward mobility
(Zhou & Xiong, 2005).

What contributes to the school success of Asian Americans? The cultural
argument emphasizes the effects of an ethnic group’s traits, qualities, character-
istics, or behavioral patterns with which the group is either inherently endowed
or which it develops in the process of immigrant adaptation (Fukuyama, 1993;
Sowell, 1981; Steinberg, 1996). One view of the cultural argument regards an
ethnic group’s high achievement orientation, industriousness, perseverance, and
ability to postpone immediate gratification for later rewards to be the cultural
inventory facilitating social mobility. Another view of the cultural argument
posits that cultural traits and related behavioral patterns are not intrinsic to
an ethnic group but can exert an independent effect on social mobility once
transmitted from the first generation and reconstructed in subsequent genera-
tions through interaction with the structural conditions of the host society. For
example, urban ghettos gave rise to a particular way of living constrained by
poverty, which in turn generated particular value systems that encourage fatalism,
a lack of spiritual concerns and aspirations, and a present orientation fostering
the desire for instant gratification. Poor families may rely on these values
and behaviors as a means of coping with poverty, and gradually absorb them.
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As a result, researchers holding the cultural argument tend to attribute the low
achievement of Black, Hispanic, and Native American children to “deficiencies”
in the home or the lack of cultural skills necessary for school success due to
residential segregation and poverty (Coleman et al., 1966; Glazer & Moynihan,
1970; Lewis, 1966).

The structural argument, on the other hand, explain intergroup differences
in educational and mobility outcomes by emphasizing the role of broader
social structural factors, including a group’s position in the class and racial
stratification systems, labor market conditions, and residential patterns in the
host society. These factors interact with individual socioeconomic character-
istics and ethnic social structures to define the meaning of success, prescribe
strategies for status attainment, and ultimately determine a group’s chance of
success.

For example, the children of Jewish immigrants fared better academically
than their Italian counterparts who arrived in the United States at the same
time. The Jewish success was not simply accounted for by the value Jews
placed on education, but by their more advantageous class background — higher
literacy, better industrial skills, and greater familiarity with urban living —
and by the fact that they typically immigrated as families with the intention to
settle, not to sojourn (Perlmann, 1988; Steinberg, 1981). Furthermore, because
of middle-man minority status in the homelands, Jews had already developed
a complex array of ethnic institutions and organizations, which allowed them
to maintain extensive Jewish networks, synagogues, and other ties to cope
with adversity and settlement problems (Goldscheider & Zuckerman, 1984).
Upon arrival in the United States, the value Jews traditionally placed on
education was activated, redefined, and given new direction when Jewish
immigrants saw compelling social and economic rewards associated with
educational achievement (Steinberg, 1981). In explaining Asian American
school success, scholars holding the structural view argued that, because
of the greater entry barriers into noneducational areas such as politics,
sports, and entertainment, Asian Americans had to rely on education as the
only effective means of upward social mobility. As a result, they devoted
more energy to education and disproportionately succeeded in it (Sue &
Okazaki, 1990).

I argue that cultural and structural factors constantly interact. The value of
education must be supported not only by the family but also but the larger social
environment. For immigrant children, this social environment is often formed
by ethnic-specific social structures manifested in various economic, civic, socio-
cultural, and religious organizations in an ethnic community as well as in social
networks arising from co-ethnic members’ participation in these organizations.
Therefore, an examination of specific ethnic social structures, namely ethnic
language schools and afterschool establishments that target children and youth,
can provide insight into how the community is sustained and how recourses
are generated to support education. I illustrate this point through two ethno-
graphic cases.
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7.7. Ethnic Social Environment Conducive to Education:
Suburban Chinese Language Schools

In my UCLA Chinese Immigration class of 120 undergraduate students, I asked,
“What is unique about growing up Chinese-American?” My Chinese American
students (65% of the class) almost unequivocally responded, “Going to Chinese
school.” As in the past, going to Chinese school is a quintessential experience of
the people of Chinese ancestry in the United States as well as in other parts of
the world. Immigrants and their communities often consciously work to maintain
their ethnic languages in the second generation as the basis for carrying on their
cultural heritages (Fishman, 1980). In my view, what determines a child’s devel-
opment is not merely parental, racial, or socioeconomic status or other broader
structure factors, such as neighborhoods and schools, but also the immediate
social environment in which the child grows up. Chinese language schools, for
example, constitute an important part of the immediate social environment that
shape Chinese American children’s educational experience. (Zhou & Li, 2003;
Zhou & Kim, 2006).

Many Chinese immigrants today are from middle-class backgrounds and have
achieved high levels of residential and occupational mobility, almost immediately
upon arrival. More than half of Chinese immigrant families now live in white
middle-class suburbs (Xie & Goyette, 2004). For Chinese immigrants, raising
children in middle-class suburbs poses a set of challenges different from doing
so in Chinatowns. The parents find it hard to simply impose the exceptionally
high educational expectations upon their children, since the children’s reference
group is their middle-class American peers. A suburban Chinese mother in an
interview stated, “My daughter was very resistant to my telling her to study
more than she needed to. She seemed to have made up her mind of going
to a community college with her other white friends. Whenever I mentioned
the names of some prestigious colleges, she would talk back, ‘what’s wrong
with going to community college.’ I don’t know what to say. I guess it would
be alright, but how would I face other [Chinese] parents who boast about
their children’s Ivy League schools.” In contrast, both parents and children in
Chinatown look up to suburban whites as their reference point rather than native
minorities in their neighborhoods.

In some ways, parental values and expectations regarding educational
achievement needs the support and control of ethnic social structures even among
middle-class Chinese immigrants. It is perhaps in this context that suburban
Chinese language schools have developed since the 1970s and particularly
rapidly since the early 1990s. First started by educated Taiwanese immigrants
and then by international students and well-educated professional immigrants
from mainland China, new Chinese schools emerged in suburbs rather than
inner cities. For example, the majority of suburban Chinese schools affiliated
with the Southern California United Chinese School Association were initially
established by Taiwanese immigrants in the mid- or late 1970s. The Hua Xia
Chinese School was established as a Saturday school in a northern New Jersey
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suburb in the early 1990s by immigrant Chinese from the mainland. It has now
expanded into 14 branch campuses in suburbs along the northeastern seaboard
from Connecticut to Pennsylvania, serving more than 5,000 students and shifting
its admission to “everyone, regardless of his or her gender, race, color of skin,
religion, nationality and blood ties.” Similarly, the Hope Chinese School started
as a small weekend Saturday school in a Washington D.C. suburb for professional
Chinese immigrant families from mainland China in the early 1990s. The school
has now grown into five campuses in suburban towns in Maryland and Virginia,
enrolling more than 2,000 students (Zhou & Li, 2003).

Today’s Chinese language schools are distinctive compared to those prior
to World War II. First and foremost, the primary goal is to assist immigrant
families in their efforts to push their children to excel in American public
schools, to get into prestigious universities, and to eventually attain well-paying,
high status professions that secure a decent living in the United States. Parents
are enthusiastic about sending their children to Chinese language schools not
because learning Chinese is the only goal. Rather, many parents are implicitly
dissatisfied with American public schools. They believe that Chinese language
schools and other ethnic supplementary institutions are instrumental in ensuring
that their children meet parental expectations and academic success.

Second, unlike traditional Chinese schools that focused on Chinese language
and culture, Chinese language schools today have a more comprehensive and
well-rounded curriculum. In addition to the Chinese language, schools now
offer a variety of academic programs and buxiban in such subjects as English
(including English as a Second Language), social studies, math and sciences,
as well as college preparation (i.e. SAT). They also offer extracurricular
programs, such as youth leadership training, public speech, modern and folk
dancing, chorus, music (piano, violin, drums, and Chinese string instruments),
drama, Chinese painting, calligraphy, origami, martial arts, Chinese chess and
Go, and sports (i.e., tennis, ping-pong ball, and basketball being the most
popular).

Perhaps most importantly, today’s Chinese language schools serve as an ethnic
community, supporting immigrant family values that may often be regarded by
the children “as stuff from the old world.” When schools are in session, these
institutions provide a cultural environment where both parents and children are
surrounded by other Chinese people and cultural expectations. They may feel the
external pressures to act Chinese and conform to the values and norms prescribed
by the Chinese family. The spillover effects on children are also profound.
First, Chinese language schools and other relevant ethnic institutions offer an
alternative space where children can express and share their feelings of growing
up in immigrant Chinese families. Moreover, these ethnic institutions provide
unique opportunities for immigrant children to form a different set of peer group
networks, giving them more leverage in negotiating parent-child relations at
home. Furthermore, these ethnic institutions function to nurture ethnic identity
and pride that may be rejected because of the pressure for assimilation. In
Chinese schools, they are exposed to something quite different from what they
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learn in their formal schools. For example, they recite classical Chinese poems
and Confucian sayings about family values, behavioral and moral guidelines, and
the importance of schooling. They listen to Chinese fables and legends and learn
to sing Chinese folk songs, which reveal various aspects of Chinese history and
culture. Such cultural exposure reinforces family values and heightens a sense of
“Chineseness,” helping children to relate to the Chinese “stuff” without feeling
embarrassed.

Together with other ethnic institutions specialized in academic and extracur-
ricular programs for children, Chinese language schools have grown into an
ethnic system of supplementary education which is complementary to formal
education. Despite diversity in form and curriculum, Chinese language schools,
non-profit and for-profit alike, have one thing in common. That is, they are
Chinese language schools only in the name. They compete more and more
intensely with one and other in offering services to immigrant families that are
directly relevant to children’s formal public education. This case study illustrates
how the value of education is supported by an ethnic community’s social struc-
tures and highlights the important effect of the immediate social environment
between a child’s home and formal school. As a Chinese school teacher remarked,
“when you think of how much time these Chinese kids put in their studies after
regular school, you won’t be surprised why they succeed at such a high rate.” It
is this ethnic environment with enormous tangible and intangible benefits to the
immigrant family that helps promote and actualize the value of education.

7.8. Multilevel Social Integration: Bifurcation
of Vietnamese Refugee Children

In my collaborative work with Carl Bankston III on the children of Vietnamese
refugees, we argued that popular, and seemingly contradictory, views of
Vietnamese children as “valedictorians” and “delinquents” were rooted in actual
social tendencies (Bankston & Zhou, 1995a; Bankston & Zhou, 1995b; Zhou &
Bankstons, 1998). Although this research was primarily based on a case study of
a Vietnamese enclave in New Orleans, it sheds light on the understanding of this
new ethnic group in the United States. The Vietnamese enclave that we studied
in the mid-1990s was predominantly low-SES refugees from rural Vietnam, and
most were new arrivals at the time of the study. They were settled as a group by
Catholic Charities in a low-income black neighborhood. Despite their extreme
disadvantages as refugees, the group reconstructed their community and reorga-
nized their American lives under the support and direction of the Vietnamese
Catholic church. Many children managed to make it through inadequate inner-
city schools with great success owing not so much to the individual family but
to the interconnectedness of families. But there was a visible number of children
who became high school dropouts, gangsters, and delinquents and were excluded
from the ethnic community.
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This case study allowed us to develop a model of multi-level social integration
to illustrate our argument that success was not a simple matter of culture,
individual effort, or family SES, but involved social integration at various struc-
tural levels. Figure 7.1 shows a model of multi-level social integration. Note that
the individual overlaps all of the systems that surround him or her, indicating
that the individual simultaneously participates in his or her own family, ethnic
community, the local social environment, and eventually the larger society. In
this ideal representation, however, the family is at the very center of each level
of social systems in which the individual participates, and each larger circle
symmetrically contains each smaller circle. In this ideal case, the family is well
integrated into the ethnic community, the ethnic community is well integrated into
the local social environment, and the local social environment is well integrated
into the larger society (Zhou & Bankstons, 1998). Successful integration into
the larger society depends on the fit between familial and ethnic social systems,
on the one hand, and on the fit between the ethnic social systems and the larger
society, on the other. The local social environment, including both American

I individual

A family

B ethnic community 

C local social environment 

D larger society 

Figure 7.1. Model of Multilevel Social Integration: The Ideal Case.
Sources: Zhou & Bankstons, 1998, p. 204.
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and Americanized peer groups, pulls young people toward orientations that may
be at variance with those of the larger society. In order to avoid deviation from
normative orientations, families function to pull young people into the ethnic
community and the ethnic community steer them toward normative orientations
consistent with those of the larger society.

In the case of the Vietnamese in New Orleans, problems in adaptation occurred
either because an individual was insufficiently integrated into an effective family
system, or because the family was insufficiently integrated into the ethnic
community, or because the local social environment was at odds with the larger
society. Living in a low-income neighborhood with high rates of crime and
juvenile delinquency put children at a great risk of downward assimilation.
In this situation, integration into the family and ethnic community systems was
especially important because family and community could join forces in steering
young people away from the marginal local social environment and helping them
to bypass the problematic neighborhood to integrate to the mainstream society.
In our earlier work, we found a direct correlation between individual and/or
family disengagement in the ethnic community and delinquency. That is, the
Vietnamese young people who moved toward the local social environment of
the oppositional youth subculture and became delinquent were likely to be those
who were from single-parent families or families that had little connection to
the Vietnamese community (Zhou & Bankstons, 1998).

Recently, we have reexamined behavioral and attitudinal trends among
Vietnamese youth, contrasting recently gathered data with data collected nearly
ten years ago from the same Vietnamese enclave in New Orleans (Zhou &
Bankston, 2006). This recent cohort of Vietnamese adolescents is mostly U.S.
born and is growing up in an ethnic context quite different from the older cohort
of the mid-1990s. We found that the trend of bifurcation continued but the
ranks of “valedictorians” or “high achievers” were getting smaller, while those
of “delinquents” were growing. Meanwhile, we found correlated trends of out-
migration of more affluent families, less dependence of families on the ethnic
community, and greater acculturation among children. Moreover, Vietnamese
families living in the low-income neighborhood, despite longer length of US
residence and greater familiarity with the US society, are less able than previ-
ously to channel their children through systems of ethnic social relations. The
ethnic community is less unified than before because of the middle-class out-
migration. This examination led us to conclude that delinquency is likely to
become a more serious problem among Vietnamese adolescents living in low-
income communities. While the media celebrated “Vietnamese valedictorians”
in the earlier years, it appears they will become less common. The parents of
Vietnamese youth today are likely to face similar kinds of problems that affect
other low-income minority communities in the United States. As one resident
of the Vietnamese enclave remarked in a recent interview, “it’s so hard to keep
up our culture and traditions when you’ve been in this country so long. Our
children think that Vietnam is very far away and sometimes we just can’t pass
things onto them.” Even with intact families and with an existing Vietnamese
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community, it is increasingly difficult for families or communities to function
as sealed subsystems (Zhou & Bankston, 2006).

These results suggest that we should see acculturation and assimilation into
American society as neither purely positive, nor purely negative. However, we
do think that our findings suggest that the acculturation of new immigrant groups
is interacting with family’s SES and neighborhood contexts. While the children
from high SES immigrant families in suburbs may likely achieve similar levels
of educational success to those of their native peers, the children from low SES
immigrant families in inner cities are likely to be attended by serious difficulties
facing the children of their neighboring native minorities. In the latter case,
an ethnic social environment with significant amount of community resources
conducive to education may be particularly beneficial for upward social mobility.

7.9. Conclusion and Recommendations

Like other immigrant families in the United States, Asian immigrant families
set high expectations and instill in their children that educational achievement
secures future livelihood and upholds family honor. Tremendous family and
community pressures on achieving have yielded positive results. Compared with
the general U.S. population, the children of Asian immigrants generally fare
better in school regardless of their socioeconomic backgrounds. The educa-
tional achievement of Asian Americans appears to extend beyond secondary
education into higher education. Indeed, the nation’s best public high schools
and universities have seen rapid increases in the Asian American enrollment in
their freshmen classes.

However, the Chinese and Vietnamese cases show that the “right” cultural
values of Confucianism is not enough to ensure educational success. In order to
produce desirable educational outcomes, the intersection of culture and various
structural factors, including ethnic social structures must occur. The family’s
educational goal is reinforced not by the individual family but by the entire
ethnic community. In some ethnic communities, as in the case of Chinese,
educationally-oriented ethnic language schools have constituted a key component
of the Chinese immigrant community transcending geographic boundaries. These
ethnic institutions serve as community centers for those who have seemingly
assimilated, offering various after-school academic and extracurricular activities
(i.e., tutoring, college preparation, music, art, ports) and developing supple-
mentary education to assist families and children. In other communities, as in
the case of Vietnamese, the ethnic community that once served as the locus of
support and control has become weakened as a result of changing immigration
dynamics, out-movement of co-ethnic middle class, and rapid acculturation.

There is also a downside of over-achievement. Because of family and
community pressures for achieving and the burden of honoring the family, many
children of Asian immigrants have to sacrifice their own personal interests to
pursue what their parents think is best for them—a career in science, medicine,
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or technical professions. For example, a Chinese American college student gave
up his promising singing career to enroll in medical school just to make his
parents happy. The children of Asian immigrants also suffer from mental health
problems that often go unnoticed until symptoms become chronic. For example,
a Korean American high school senior made multiple suicidal attempts because
she was not selected the valedictorian of her graduating class and was not
admitted to the college of her parents’ top choice. These undesirable outcomes
should be given greater attention in future research.

Drawing on the Asian American educational experience, I offer the following
recommendations:

First, “Asian” is a heterogeneous category that not only includes various
national-origin or ethnic subgroups but also entails tremendous inter-ethnic
and intra-ethnic differences in socio-economic status. Educators and policy-
makers should respect cultural diversity and be mindful not to homogenize
all students of Asian origins.

Second, for the children of Asian immigrants, as for all other immigrant
children, ethnicities based on national origins (i.e., a Chinese or Vietnamese
identity) will recede under the pressure of assimilation. But assimilation
may not lead to uniformly desirable outcomes. Educators and policy-
makers should be aware of “segmented” assimilation—into the middle-
class mainstream, into the urban underclass, or into segregated ethnic
enclaves. Ethnic enclaves may sometimes facilitate, rather than hinder, the
assimilation of immigrant children into the middle-class mainstream. In
ethnic communities with strong socio-economic recourses, various ethnic
social structures (i.e., ethnic language schools, churches, private after-school
programs) emerge to serve as a source of support for children’s education. In
socio-economically unprivileged communities, however, assimilation may
mean downward social mobility (i.e., high school dropout, youth delin-
quency, gang affiliation, and oppositional cultures) because these commu-
nities lack resources necessary to help poor families to steer children away
from local peer pressures and oppositional cultures. Educators and policy-
makers should look beyond the family into the social structures of the ethnic
community and pay special attention to how these local social structures
support or constrain the prospects of educational success.

Third, most immigrant families, Asians and non-Asians alike, place high value
on education and consider it the most important path to upward social
mobility. However, value cannot be actualized without the support of the
family and the ethnic community. But the ability of the family and that
of the ethnic community to influence children vary by national origins and
generations. National-origin groups that constitute a significant middle-class
with valuable resources (i.e., education, job skills, and financial assets) upon
arrival in the United States have a leg up in the race to move ahead in their
new homeland, while others lacking group resources trail behind. Educators
and policymakers should be careful not to attribute school success or failure
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merely to culture, or to structure, but to the intersection of both cultural and
structural factors.

Last but not least, the extraordinary levels of educational achievement seem
to reaffirm the “model minority” image in the American public. But the
model minority image implicitly casts Asian Americans as different from
other Americans, white or nonwhite. In fact, much of the Asian success is
due to selective immigration and community development. It remains an
empirical question of whether the third or later generation Americans of
Asian origins, who may not have the same family or ethnic community
pressures or resources as today’s second generation, will continue to stand
out as the “model minority,” or simply melt into mainstream America with
little meaningful ethnic distinctiveness, or assimilate into a racial minority
caught at the bottom of American racial hierarchy. So it is unfair to hold
Asian Americans to higher standards and expect all of them to be good at
math and science. Educators and policymakers should evaluate and judge
Asian Americans by the same standards as they do other Americans.

In sum, while most immigrants, Asian, Latino or other alike, share the educational
value of the American middle-class, not all have the same access to structural
and cultural resources conducive to education. Even among children of Asian
immigrants, access to both socio-economic and ethnic community resources vary.
Educational policy should be attentive to variations on the intersection between
culture and structure.
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8
Educational Issues and Effective
Practices for Hispanic Students

Hersh C. Waxman, Yolanda N. Padrón, and Andres García

The educational status of Hispanic1 students in the United States is one of the
most challenging educational issues. Although the number of Hispanic students
in public schools has increased dramatically in recent decades, Hispanic students
as a group have the lowest levels of education and the highest dropout rate.
Furthermore, conditions of poverty, health, and other social problems have made
it difficult for Hispanics to improve their educational status. This chapter summa-
rizes some of the critical educational problems facing Hispanic students and
provides some recommendations to alleviate the problems. The chapter is divided
into four major sections. The first section focuses on the educational status of
Hispanic students in the United States. The second section discusses factors
associated with the underachievement of Hispanic students. This section includes
problems associated with: (a) the need for qualified teachers, (b) inappro-
priate teaching practices, and (c) at-risk school environments. The third section
examines factors associated with the success of Hispanic students. It provides a
brief summary of instructional strategies, schools, and programs that have been
found to significantly improve the academic achievement of Hispanic students.
Finally, the chapter addresses some of the recommendations and conclusions
from our current knowledge of effective practices and programs for Hispanic
students.

1 While this chapter specifically focuses on Hispanic students, some of the reports,
studies, and articles reviewed use a variety of terms like immigrant students, English
language learners (ELLs), language-minority students, and limited English proficient
students (LEPs). Similarly, the term “Latino” is often used interchangeably with the term
“Hispanic” in the literature. For purposes of this chapter, we have tried to consistently use
the term, “Hispanic,” but we have carefully tried not to misrepresent the literature cited.
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8.1. The Educational Status of Hispanic Students
in the United States

Over the past 20 years, the enrollment of Hispanics in public elementary schools
has dramatically increased (over 150%), compared to 20% for African American
students and 10% for White students (U.S. Department of Education, 2000).
Recent projections are that the Hispanic population and the numbers of preschool,
school-age, and college-age populations will continue to dramatically increase
(Chapa & De La Rosa, 2004).

The U.S. Hispanic population is quite diverse, representing various countries
of origin, levels of primary language proficiency, prior educational experience,
and socioeconomic status (García, 2001b). According to the 2000 U.S. Census,
59% of Hispanics were of Mexican origin, 10% were of Puerto Rican origin,
and 4% were of Cuban origin. The remaining 28% were designated as “other”
Hispanics. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of all Hispanics live in central cities of
metropolitan areas, compared to non-Hispanic Whites (21%) (USDE, 2000).
Hispanics constitute about 75% of all students enrolled in programs for limited
English proficient students (LEPs), including bilingual education and English as
second language (ESL) programs.

In terms of educational achievement, the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) scores for 17-year-old Hispanic students are well below that
of their White peers in mathematics, reading, and science. The dropout rates
for Hispanic students are also much higher than other ethnic groups. In 2000,
28% of all Hispanic 16- through 24-year-olds were dropouts (1.4 million)–more
than double the dropout rate for African Americans (13%) and more than three
times the rate for Whites (7%). Some researchers feel the attrition scores for
Hispanics still are undercounted and fail to reveal an accurate picture of the
problem (Montecel, Cortez, & Cortez , 2004). Montecel et al. (2004) used the
U.S. Census Bureau data to determine that 43% of the Hispanic population did
not receive a diploma and 26% dropped out before the ninth grade. Additionally,
within the Hispanic student population, immigrants have a 44% dropout rate
compared to first generation students (USDE, 2000). Only 64% of Hispanic
kindergartners graduate from high school. Twenty-two percent enroll in college;
of that 22%, only 10% complete 4 years of college (USDE, 2000).

In addition to the problems of underachievement and low educational
attainment, many Hispanic students live in households and communities that
experience high and sustained poverty. Thirty-four percent of Hispanic children
live in single parent or no parent homes (USDE, 2000). Hispanic children are
more than three times as likely to experience poverty than white students (Liagas
& Snyder, 2003). Hispanic students also attend schools with more than twice
as many poor classmates as those attended by White students (46% vs. 19%).
Furthermore, Hispanic students primarily reside in urban cities and are immersed
in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty where the most serious educational
problems exist. Schools with high concentrations of poor students, for example,
tend to be poorly maintained, structurally unsound, fiscally under funded, and
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staffed with large numbers of uncertified teachers (García, 2001b). Additionally,
many Hispanic students are concentrated in campuses where they make up the
majority of the student body. In fact, 38% of Hispanic students attend campuses
where minority students make up 90% of the student body.

All the above socio-historical factors contribute to the complexity of issues
that Hispanic students face in their quest for educational success. These factors
also reveal the large achievement gap between White students and the growing
and culturally diverse Hispanic student population. In the following section, we
discuss critical educational factors related to the underachievement of Hispanic
students.

8.2. Educational Factors Impacting
the Underachievement of Hispanic Students

Although some educators have argued that the most serious concerns for Hispanic
students are basic funding for programs that address their educational needs
and political opposition to programs that focus on linguistically diverse students
(Melendez, 1993), there are several “alterable factors” that have been found to
contribute to the underachievement of Hispanic students. This section discusses
three critical factors that have been related to the underachievement of Hispanic
students, including: (a) the need for qualified teachers, (b) inappropriate instruc-
tional practices, and (c) at-risk school environments.

8.2.1. Need for Qualified Teachers

One of the most serious problems associated with the educational failure of
Hispanic students involves the shortage of adequately qualified teachers and the
lack of appropriate preparation of credentialed teachers (Gándara, Maxwell-Jolly,
& Driscoll, 2005; Téllez & Waxman, 2006). Teachers of Hispanic ELLs, for
example, have to address the “double demands” of acquiring a second language
while learning traditional academic content (Gersten & Jiménez, 1998). Estimates
have indicated that nearly half of the teachers assigned to teach Hispanic ELLs
have not received any preparation specific to the education of ELLs. Presently,
about 42% of all public school teachers in the US have at least one ELL
student in their class, but less than 3% of these teachers are certified ESL
or bilingual teachers (NCES, 2003). In other words, the number of teachers
prepared to teach Hispanic ELLs falls far short of the tremendous need for such
teachers.

There also have been a number of recent studies that have documented
shortcomings in professional development opportunities targeted for teachers of
Hispanic ELLs. In a profile showing the quality of our nation’s teachers, for
example, the National Center for Education Statistics found that most teachers of
ELLs or other culturally diverse students did not feel that they were well prepared
to meet the needs of their students (Lewis et al., 1999). In another national survey
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of classroom teachers, 57% of all teachers responded that they either “very
much needed” or “somewhat needed” more information on helping students with
limited English proficiency achieve to high standards (Alexander, Heaviside,
& Farris, 1999). In a large-scale study of over 5,000 teachers in California,
Gándara, Maxwell-Jolly, and Driscoll (2005) found that teachers had few profes-
sional development opportunities targeted to help them work effectively with
ELLs. They also found that many teachers faced barriers communicating with
their students and students’ parents and there was a lack of appropriate materials
and resources to meet their students’ needs.

8.2.2. Inappropriate Teaching Practices

Another critical problem related to the underachievement of Hispanic students
has to do with current teaching practices. The most common instructional
approach found in schools that serve Hispanic students is the direct instructional
model, where teachers typically teach to the whole class at the same time and
control all of the classroom discussion and decision-making (Waxman & Padrón,
2002). This teacher-directed instructional model emphasizes lecture, drill and
practice, remediation, and student seatwork, consisting mainly of worksheet.
These instructional practices constitute a “pedagogy of poverty” because they
focus on low-level skills and passive instruction (Haberman, 1991; Waxman,
Padrón, & Arnold, 2001).

Several studies have examined classroom instruction for Hispanic students
and found that this “pedagogy of poverty” orientation exists in many class-
rooms with Hispanics, ELLs, and other minority students (Padrón & Waxman,
1993; Waxman, Huang, & Padrón, 1995). In a large-scale study examining the
classroom instruction of 90 teachers from 16 inner-city middle schools serving
predominantly Hispanic students, Waxman et al. (1995) found that students were
typically involved in whole-class instruction (not interacting with either their
teacher or other students). About two-thirds of the time, for example, students
were not involved in verbal interaction with either their teacher or other students.
There were very few small group activities and very few interactions with
other students. Students rarely selected their own instructional activities, and
were generally very passive in the classroom, often just watching or listening
to the teacher, even though they were found to be on task about 94% of
the time.

In another study examining mathematics and science instruction in inner-city
middle-school classrooms serving Hispanic students, Padrón and Waxman (1993)
found that science teachers participated in whole-class instruction about 93%
of the time, while mathematics teachers participated in whole-class instruction
about 55% of the time. Students in mathematics classes worked independently
about 45% of the time, while there was no independent work observed in science
classes. In the mathematics classes, there was no small group work observed,
and students only worked in small groups in science classes about 7% of the
time. Questions about complex issues were not raised by any of the mathematics
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or science teachers. Furthermore, teachers seldom (4% of the time) posed open-
ended questions for students in science classes; they never posed these questions
in the mathematics classes.

The results of these and other studies have illustrated that classroom instruction
in schools serving predominantly Hispanic students often tends to be whole-class
instruction with students working in teacher-assigned and generated activities,
generally in a passive manner (i.e., watching or listening). In these class-
rooms, teachers also spend more time explaining things to students rather
than questioning, cueing, or prompting students to respond. Teachers were
not frequently observed encouraging extended student responses or encour-
aging students to help themselves or help each other. In summary, research has
suggested that instructional inadequacies or “pedagogically induced” learning
problems may account for many Hispanic students’ poor academic achievement
and low motivation (Fletcher & Cardona-Morales, 1990; García, 2001a).

8.2.3. At-Risk School Environments

García & Guerra (2004) argue that many efforts at reform fail because educators
do not assume responsibility for students’ failure. Many educators still have
negative expectations or “deficit views” that place the blame for academic failure
on the Hispanic student because they lack the necessary knowledge and/or
language skills or they blame their parents who they believe does not care or
support their child’s education (García & Guerra, 2004; Valencia et al., 2001).
While these negative expectations may be one of the fundamental explanations
for the underachievement of Hispanic students, several researchers also have
found that there are a number of organizational and institutional features of the
school and classroom learning environment that are alienating and consequently
drive students out of school rather than keep them in (García & Guerra, 2004;
Valenzuela, 1999).

The term “at-risk school environment” describes these phenomena and
suggests that the school rather than the individual student should be considered at
risk. Waxman (1992) identified several characteristics of an “at risk environment”
that includes: (a) alienation experienced by students and teachers, (b) low
standards and low quality of education, (c) low expectations for students, (d) high
noncompletion rates for students, (e) classroom practices that are unresponsive
to students, (f) high truancy and disciplinary problems, and (g) inadequate prepa-
ration of students for the future. Valenzuela (1999), for example, found that
many Hispanic students go through a subtractive schooling process that takes
away their cultural identity and self-worth. For Hispanic students, these condi-
tions as well as attending poorly maintained schools and having under-qualified
teachers places them in an at-risk school environment. Hispanic students who
attend these at-risk school environments merit our special attention because if
we can alter their learning environment, we may be able to improve both their
education and their overall chances for success in society.
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This section acknowledges that the educational factors associated with under-
achievement are malleable, and it posits that the slightest positive changes
in these areas may significantly improve teaching and learning conditions
for Hispanic students. The following section summarizes some of the factors
associated with the educational improvement for Hispanic students.

8.3. Factors Associated with the Educational Success
of Hispanic Students

Educators concerned with the schooling of Hispanic students have generally
focused on the development of language skills. Recently, however, researchers
have begun to investigate other critical issues, such as improving classroom
instruction (Padrón & Waxman, 1999; Tharp et al., 2000), focusing on effective
schools, and developing effective programs in schools serving predominantly
Hispanic students (Slavin & Calderón, 2001; Slavin & Madden, 2001). This
section examines effective (a) teaching practices, (b) school factors, and (c)
community, language, and school-based intervention programs for Hispanic
students.

8.3.1. Effective Teaching Practices for Hispanic Students

Many educators have maintained that the best way to improve the education
of Hispanic students is to provide them with better teachers and classroom
instruction (Padrón & Waxman, 1999; Tharp et al., 2000). In order to determine
which practices are most effective, educators need to focus on research-based
instructional practices that have been found to be effective for Hispanic students.
Teaching practices need to specifically address the concerns of Hispanic students
who come from different cultures and speak different languages.

There have been several recent reviews that have synthesized research
studies that have examined effective instructional practices for Hispanic students
(Padrón & Waxman, 1999; Waxman & Padrón, 2002; Waxman, Padrón, &
Arnold, 2001; Waxman & Téllez, 2002). These syntheses have identified a
number of effective instructional strategies for teaching Hispanic students,
including (a) culturally responsive teaching, (b) cooperative learning, (c) instruc-
tional conversation, and (d) cognitively guided instruction, and (e) technology-
enriched instruction. The consensus across these reviews has been that education
needs to be meaningful and responsive to students needs, as well as linguistically
and culturally appropriate (Tharp et al., 2000). The following sections discuss
each of the teaching practices.

Culturally responsive teaching. Culturally responsive teaching emphasizes
the everyday concerns of students, such as critical family and community
issues, and tries to incorporate these concerns into the curriculum. Culturally
responsive instruction helps students prepare themselves for meaningful social
roles in their community and larger society by emphasizing both social and
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academic responsibility. Furthermore, it addresses the promotion of racial,
ethnic, and linguistic equality as well as the appreciation of diversity (Boyer,
1993). Culturally responsive instruction: (a) improves the acquisition and
retention of new knowledge by working from students’ existing knowledge
base, (b) improves self-confidence and self-esteem by emphasizing existing
knowledge, (c) increases the transfer of school-taught knowledge to real-life
situations, and (d) exposes students to knowledge about other individuals or
cultural groups (Rivera & Zehler, 1991). When teachers develop learning activ-
ities based on familiar concepts, they help facilitate literacy and content learning
and help Hispanic students feel more comfortable and confident with their
work (Peregoy & Boyle, 2000).

Cooperative learning. McLaughlin and McLeod (1996) described cooperative
learning as an effective instructional approach that stimulates learning and helps
students come to complex understandings by discussing and defending their
ideas with others. One commonly accepted definition of cooperative learning is
“the instructional use of small groups so that students work together to maximize
their own and each other’s learning” (Johnson & Johnson, 1991, p. 292). Instead
of lecturing and transmitting material, teachers facilitate the learning process
by encouraging cooperation among students (Bejarano, 1987). This teaching
practice is student-centered and creates interdependence among students and the
teacher (Rivera & Zehler, 1991).

As an instructional practice, cooperative grouping impacts Hispanic students
in several different ways. Cooperative grouping: (a) provides opportunities for
students to communicate with each other, (b) enhances instructional conversa-
tions, (c) decreases anxiety, (d) develops social, academic, and communication
skills, (e) enhances self-confidence and self-esteem through individual contri-
butions and achievement of group goals, (f) improves individual and group
relations by learning to clarify, assist, and challenge each other’s ideas, and
(g) develops proficiency in English by providing students with rich language
experiences that integrate speaking, listening, reading, and writing (Calderón,
1991; Christian, 1995; Rivera & Zehler, 1991). Furthermore, cooperative learning
activities provide Hispanic students with “the skills that are necessary to function
in real-life situations, such as the utilization of context for meaning, the seeking
of support from others, and the comparing of nonverbal and verbal cues” (Alcala,
2000, p. 4).

Instructional conversation. Instructional conversation is a teaching practice that
provides students with opportunities for extended dialogue in areas that have
educational value as well as relevance for students (August & Hakuta, 1998).
The instructional conversation is an extended discourse between the teacher and
students. It should be initiated by students in order to develop their language and
complex thinking skills, and to guide them in their learning process (Tharp, 1995).

August and Hakuta’s (1998) comprehensive review of research found that
effective teachers of Hispanic students provide students with opportunities
for extended dialogue. Rather than avoiding discussion during instruction
because students may not have the appropriate language proficiency skills,
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instructional conversations emphasize dialogue with teachers and classmates
(Durán, Dugan, & Weffer, 1997). Thus, one of the major benefits of the use of
instructional conversation for students who are learning English is to provide
them with the opportunity for extended discourse, an important activity of second
language learning (Christian, 1995).

Cognitively guided instruction. Cognitively guided instruction emphasizes the
development of learning strategies that foster students’ metacognitive devel-
opment by the direct teaching and modeling of cognitive learning strategies.
In addition, it teaches techniques and approaches that foster students’ metacog-
nition and cognitive monitoring of their own learning (Padrón & Knight, 1989;
Waxman, Padrón, & Knight, 1991). From an instructional perspective, this
approach emphasizes the need for teachers to focus on students’ psychological
processing as well as what is taught and how it is presented. This instructional
approach can be very beneficial for Hispanic students who are not doing well in
school because the effectively use of cognitive strategies may help to eliminate
individual barriers to academic success.

One example of cognitively guided instruction is reciprocal teaching, a proce-
dure where students are instructed in four specific comprehension-monitoring
strategies: (a) summarizing, (b) self-questioning, (c) clarifying, and (d) predicting.
Studies on reciprocal teaching have found that these cognitive strategies can
successfully be taught to Hispanic students and that the use of these strategies
increases reading achievement (Padrón, 1992, 1993). Another example of
cognitively guided instruction is Chamot and O’Malley’s (1987) instructional
program for LEP students that focuses specifically on strategy instruction.
They found that when cognitive learning strategies are modeled for the student
and opportunities to practice the strategy presented, learning outcomes improved.

Technology-enriched instruction. Several studies and reviews of research
have found that technology-based instruction is effective for Hispanic students
(Cummins & Sayers 1990; Padrón & Waxman, 1996). Web-based picture
libraries, for example, can promote Hispanic students’ comprehension in content-
area classrooms (e.g., science and mathematics) (Smolkin, 2000). Digitized
books are now available and allow Hispanic students to request pronuncia-
tions of unknown words, request translations of sections, and ask questions
(Jiménez & Barrera, 2000). Furthermore, some types of technology (e.g., multi-
media) are effective for Hispanic students because they help students connect
learning in the classroom to real-life situations, thereby creating a meaningful
context for teaching and learning (Means & Olson, 1994). In addition, multi-
media technology can be especially helpful for Hispanic students because it
can facilitate auditory skill development by integrating visual presentations with
sound and animation (Bermúdez & Palumbo, 1994).

In summary, all of these teaching practices incorporate more active student
learning and change the teachers’ role. Instead of delivering knowledge, the
teacher’s role is to facilitate learning (Padrón & Waxman, 1999). Glickman (1998)
refers to this approach as “democratic pedagogy,” describing it as instruction
that “respects the students’ own desire to know, to discuss, to problem solve,
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and to explore individually and with others, rather than learning that is dictated,
determined, and answered by the teacher” (p. 52). These student- centered
instructional practices represent a model of classroom instruction that has not
been very common for Hispanic students and/or Hispanic ELLs.

8.3.2. Effective School Factors for Hispanic Students

There have been a number of studies and reviews of the research that have
examined effective school factors for Hispanic students. One recent synthesis
(Waxman, Price, & Téllez, 2004), however, incorporated the findings from both,
the studies and reviews, to examine school factors that influence the academic
outcomes of Hispanic students. The results of this synthesis indicate that there
are seven characteristics of effective schools for Hispanic students. These charac-
teristics are: (a) valuing student’s needs and culture, (b) effective instructional
practices, (c) faculty professional development, (d) parental and community
involvement, (e) continuous student assessment, (f) school leadership, and
(g) school culture and expectations. The following sections summarize some of
the key aspects of each characteristic or factor.

Valuing Student’s Needs and Culture. Many of the studies on effective schools
serving predominantly Hispanic students recognize that their students have
unique needs that require more personal attention from teachers. Consequently,
schools developed clusters of teachers that work with a particular group of
students who are at risk of academic failure (Ancess, 2003; Minicucci et al.,
1995). Making home visits, providing parent education, and distributing free
school supplies are some of the ways that schools pay personal attention to
students. Effective schools serving predominantly Hispanic students also value
the students’ culture, include it in the academic curriculum, and allow students
to develop their own ethnic identity.

Effective Instructional Practices. Another important characteristic found
in effective schools serving predominantly Hispanic students is that they
provide a number of different instructional practices. A number of
effective schools studies have found that the most productive instruc-
tional strategy is providing language support in the students’ first language
(L1) (Gonzalez, Huerta-Macias, & Tinajero, 2001; Miramontes, Nadeau, &
Commins, 1997; Mora, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997, 2001). According to
Thomas and Collier (2001), the academic achievement gap can almost be
completely eliminated with instruction in both L1 and L2. English as a Second
Language (ESL) instructional programs were also found to be somewhat effective
in improving the academic performance of Hispanic ELLs (Miramontes et al.,
1997; Thomas & Collier, 2001). Other instructional practices prevalent in
effective schools were the use of collaboration, student-centered instruction,
incorporating individual learning styles, providing more teacher support and
classroom order, and having more instructional interactions with students.

Teachers’ professional development. One very important component of
effective schools is a collaborative relationship between teachers (Ancess, 2003;
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Lopez, Scribner, & Mahitivanichcha, 2001; Short, 1994). The teachers in
effective schools have been found to work together on curriculum, teaching
practices, and other aspects of the school’s functioning (Ancess, 2003; Lucas,
Henze, & Donato, 1990; Mora, 2000). An important feature of this professional
development is that it is ongoing, as well as focused on students’ learning
(Ancess, 2003; Mora, 2000). Not only does the professional development focus
on students’ learning needs, but it also emphasizes the teaching skills and
practices that serve the students (August & Hakuta, 1998; Lucas, et al., 1990;
Mora, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997; Waxman & Huang, 1994). Many teachers
report that they need long-term professional development in order to: (a) use
new methods of classroom instruction (e.g., cooperative grouping), (b) integrate
educational technology in the subject they teach, and (c) address the needs
of ELLs and other students from diverse cultural backgrounds (Lewis et al.,
1999). Classroom teachers desire more: (a) information related to the teaching
of Hispanic students, (b) time for training and planning, and (c) opportunities to
collaborate and learn from other teachers (Téllez & Waxman, 2006).

Parent and community involvement. Parent and community involvement has
been found to be an important component in numerous studies of effective
schools for Hispanic students. The effective schools in these studies found
ways to actively involve parents in their children’s schooling. Furthermore,
parent participation was found to be facilitated by empowering parents and other
community members to get involved and to be actively engaged in student
learning.

Student assessment. The student assessment component of research on
effective schools for Hispanic students has two areas of use, (a) program and
(b) student. At the program level, effective schools routinely use academic
assessments of their students to measure improvements in students’ learning as
a means for program evaluation. This program level evaluation is then directly
linked to teaching practice and professional development (August & Hakuta,
1998). At the student level, assessment is used to monitor individual student
progress; however, all three of these studies have different points to make about
individual student assessment. Miramontes et al. (1997), for example, found that
assessments provide valuable information on students’ language proficiency as
well as development in L1 and/or L2 in conjunction with academic progress.
Reyes, Scribner, & Scribner (1999) found that effective schools serving predom-
inantly Hispanic students used assessment as a way to motivate students to
succeed as well as a way to map out individualized learning procedures for
students.

School Leadership. Effective school leadership for schools serving predomi-
nantly Hispanic students typically includes a self or shared governance structure
(Ancess, 2003; Minicucci et al., 1995; Reyes et al., 1999). These studies
found that the school community, parents, teachers, and other stakeholders have
decision-making responsibility and this shared-decision making process is linked
to the common goal of student success.
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The role of the principal in the governance of these effective schools is
really that of a supporter (August & Hakuta, 1998; Gonzalez et al., 2001;
Maden, 2001; Reyes et al., 1999). Ancess (2003) explains that the principal
acts as a guide to the school through changes and is a stabilizing force for the
school community so that there is a certain amount of safety in taking risks
for school improvement. Gonzalez et al., (2001) describes that the principal
plays a pivotal role in student success by focusing on continuous improvement.
According to August and Hakuta (1998), not only do these principals support
the common vision and shared governance structures, but more specifically
they support Hispanic students. Also, Maden (2001) found that a fundamental
aspect of school leadership is the hiring, developing, supporting and maintaining
of teachers.

School culture and expectations. This final characteristic of effective schools
for Hispanic students, school culture and expectations, encompasses three
aspects: (a) a caring school climate, (b) a focus on learning, and (c) high expec-
tations. Many studies found that effective schools having caring relationships
that are a pervasive part of the school culture (Ancess, 2003; Carter & Chatfield,
1986; Maden, 2001; Waxman & Huang, 1997). The next factor for success in
the school culture is the focus on learning. Carter and Chatfield (1986), for
example, found that effective schools honored the right to learn through a safe
and orderly learning environment. Other studies found that the school faculty
and staff held beliefs that education is empowering and thus they were dedicated
to empowering Hispanic student through academic achievement (Lucas, et al.,
1990). The final aspect of school culture and expectations is high expectations.
Several studies have found that teachers, administrators, and parents need to
set high expectations for academic learning and personal student development.
(McKissack, 1999; Minicucci et al., 1995).

The findings from the present synthesis are important because they suggest
that there are several alterable school factors that relate to improved academic
achievement for Hispanic students. The seven characteristics of effective schools
serving predominantly Hispanic ELLs also are quite similar to prior syntheses
of effective schools research (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000), with the exception of
valuing students’ needs and culture. This characteristic appears to be especially
important because it highlights the need for schools serving predominantly
Hispanics to be sensitive to students’ primary language and culture.

8.3.3. Language and School-Based Intervention
Programs for Hispanic Students

8.3.3.1. Language Programs

Special language programs (e.g., bilingual education) have traditionally been
implemented to address Hispanic ELLs educational concerns, but recently many
of these programs have been eliminated because of political ideologies rather than
research-based decisions. Although there are a number of language programs
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that have been found to be effective in educating Hispanic ELLs, one of the
most researched and controversial language program for Hispanic students is
bilingual education. A recent review by Téllez, Flinspach, & Waxman (2005)
summarizes the findings as well as focuses on the controversy. They examined
three of the most recent research syntheses and reviews of the literature on
bilingual education: Greene (1998), Rossell and Baker (1996), and Slavin and
Cheung (2003, 2004).

Greene’s (1998) review of the effects of bilingual education is a meta-
analysis. It reviews many studies, calculating an “effect size” from each and
then combining these values to determine an overall measure of success. Meta-
analysis has become an important method for examining the effectiveness of
programs and for exploring program effects across a wide range of students and
contexts. Greene’s study addresses a concern common to many meta-analyses,
that a large number of the studies and evaluations are so flawed in their methods
and designs that they cannot be included in the overall sample to be synthe-
sized. After rejecting many studies for the meta-analysis, Greene calculated an
overall effect size of .26. This value suggests that students who participate in
bilingual education programs outscored their English-immersion counterparts by
approximately 15 percentile points.

In contrast, Rossell and Baker (1996), using a very similar set of studies,
concluded that bilingual education is no better than an English-only approach.
The discrepant finding is partially due to the fact that Rossell and Baker use
a vote-counting method, rather than meta-analytic techniques, to assess results
across studies. They counted the studies in the review as favoring either bilingual
instruction or English immersion and, based on the final vote count, argued
that bilingual instruction was not better than English immersion. Hedges and
Olkin (1980) discuss the problems with vote counting, including its uniform
treatment of vastly different studies and its insensitivity to the degree of program
effectiveness in each study. Disagreements about the appropriateness of the
methods of research synthesis affect the interpretations of bilingual education
research (Salazar, 1998).

In one of the most recent reviews of effective reading programs for English
Language Learners (ELLs), Slavin and Cheung (2003) found that among 17
studies that met the scientifically-based research standards of the review, most
of the studies found significant positive effects of bilingual reading performance
and others found no difference. Nine of these studies were longitudinal and of
those, five favored bilingual education, and four found no difference. There were
no studies that found that an English-only favored ELLs.

Other recent meta-analyses of bilingual education also support the program’s
effectiveness. Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass (2005), for example, examined evalu-
ation studies in Arizona and found that they were overall positive effects for
bilingual education on students’ English outcomes and very large effects for
outcomes in students’ native language. Overall, while there have been some
concerns about bilingual education, the research evidence clearly suggests that
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bilingual education is an effective language program. The next section describes
some effective school-based programs for Hispanic students.

8.3.3.2. School-based Programs

In recent years, a number of school-based prevention and intervention programs
have been found to be effective for Hispanic students. One critical component
of most of these programs is the involvement of the community. Teachers and
schools who effectively educate Hispanic students pool community resources in
order to bridge the gap between them and the community.

Schools have incorporated intervention programs to address the educational
needs of Hispanic students. Though some of the strategies vary due to the
grade levels and purpose of the intervention programs, many still have similar
characteristics. The programs find alternative ways to create successful results
for the student, parents, and teachers. The programs all seek the introduction of
community resources to assist students and families. Additionally, the programs
have reorganized the type of instruction for students by providing an effective
instruction and curriculum. Some of the programs include the following:

Coca Cola Valued Youth Program. This program was created in 1984 and has
focused on working with students at risk of dropping out of middle and high
school. The program works with over 250 schools in 25 cities. The purpose of
the program is to provide elementary students with middle school or high school
tutors. The tutors are paid a wage for their work with the elementary students.
The program provides positive outcomes for both the tutor and the tutee. The
program was considered an exemplary program by Department of Education for
its effectiveness working with students (Montecel et al., 2004).

Achievement for Latinos through Academic Success (ALAS). The ALAS
program was created to address the middle school students with low academic
achievement, poor school attendance, and discipline problems. The program
focused on providing these students intervention strategies directed at working
with the student, the school, the family, and the community. The program had
an intervention team consisting of teachers, counselors, social workers, and
policemen/women ready to work with the students. Additionally, the program
also incorporated the use of university faculty in order to reorganize curriculum
and instruction for the students. The instructors worked with the teachers as a
collaborative team addressing issues at home and school. An evaluation of the
program revealed several positive findings. The evaluation focused on 50 ALAS
students matched with 50 non-ALAS students. By the end of ninth grade, the
ALAS students had more students enrolled, more students on track to graduate,
better attendance and grades than the non-ALAS students (García, 2001a).

Mathematics, Engineering, Science Achievement (MESA). The MESA program
is considered one of the older intervention programs created in 1970. The
program focuses on producing trained scientific professionals in the workforce.
These students pursue careers in computer science, math, and engineering.
Additionally, the program serves low-academically performing students and
provides various strategies for working with students such as providing career
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study, peer learning groups, parental involvement, and other services. MESA
is located in elementary schools through colleges and universities throughout
California. The programs effectiveness has been measured through a 90% student
graduation rate, which went on to enroll in a college or university in 1996–1997
(Montecel et al., 2004).

Upward Bound. This program focuses on low socioeconomic teenage students
who have the potential to become a first-generation college student. The program
is administered by the Department of Education. The program works with
the students by providing instructional assistance with their coursework after-
school. Additionally, students are provided with personal counseling and college
guidance. Assessments of the program indicate that students involved in the
program are more likely to stay in school and had a greater chance of attending
college than the comparison group (Montecel et al., 2004).

Success for All (SFA). SFA is one of the largest comprehensive reform
programs for elementary schools serving students at risk of academic failure.
The program’s philosophy is that children must succeed academically and that
it is possible to provide school personnel with the skills and strategies that they
need to ensure academic success for students. A key goal of the program is
that students must be able to read at grade level by the end of third grade.
Therefore, SFA is an intervention that begins early in the student’s academic
life. It utilizes a great deal of tutoring. Tutoring takes place for 20-minute blocks
and is done by certified teachers. Student progress is monitored on an ongoing
basis. The program also includes a reading component for students whose native
language is Spanish. Evaluations of SFA have indicated that the program has
demonstrated consistent positive results for Hispanic students (Lockwood, 2001;
Slavin & Madden, 2001)

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID). The AVID program
(Mehan et al., 1996) is another successful program for older (Grade 6–12)
Hispanic students. AVID places low-achieving students believed to have college
potential in the same college preparatory courses as high-achieving students.
AVID students receive special counseling, tutoring, and other academic support
such as instruction in study skills, writing, and test-taking strategies. A compre-
hensive team of administrators, counselors, AVID teachers, and regular content-
area teachers who work with AVID students also receive 1 week of training
in the summer and monthly follow-up training during the school year on
teaching practices (e.g., cooperative learning and inquiry-based practices) that are
highlighted in the program. AVID has been successful in empowering students
by reconnecting them to school. College enrollment rates and graduation rates
for AVID students have dramatically increased as a result of the program.

Syntheses of research on effective school-based programs for Hispanic
students have found that there are several common characteristics common to
successful programs (Fashola et al., 2001; Lockwood, 2001). Effective programs
typically: (a) have well-specified goals, (b) provide ample opportunity for
teacher professional development, (c) begin early and are maintained through-
out the schooling experience, (d) include ongoing assessment and feedback,
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(e) incorporate the use of tutors and other support staff, and (f) focus on the
quality of implementation. These programs focus on multiple variables when
addressing the needs of Hispanic students within and outside campuses. Working
to foster a positive relationship between the home and school also must take into
consideration the students’ culture and experiences within instructional practices
(García, 2001a).

8.4. Implications for Research on Effective Practices

One major limitation of the research on Hispanic students is that the majority
of the studies are descriptive studies. There have been few experimental studies
that have investigated the impact of effective educational practices on Hispanic
students’ educational outcomes. Future research needs to specifically design
experimental studies that explicitly test interventions that promote effective
outcomes for Hispanic students. Furthermore, there have been very few natural-
istic, longitudinal studies conducted that have examined the success of effective
practices on Hispanic students’ long-term academic achievement and educational
success. Mixed methods approaches also are needed to examine the effects of
educational practices. Teacher self-report data, along with teacher, administrator,
and student interview data could all be used to help supplement the survey data
and systematic classroom observation data that are generally used in school
and instructional effectiveness research. Such data could help us understand,
from different perspectives, the complexity of issues surrounding the educational
improvement of Hispanic students. More ethnographic studies also are needed
in order to help us uncover “grounded theoretical” explanations of factors that
impact schools for Hispanic students.

More systematic, long-term reviews of the research also are needed. These
syntheses will contribute to our knowledge base and promote the use of proce-
dural knowledge in policy and practice. It also will help us create a system of
research-based educational reform to bring “what works” knowledge to scale.
The educational problems faced by Hispanic students highlight the need for
synthesizing existing research and suggest ways to improve their academic
achievement.

8.5. Conclusion and Recommendations

The research cited in the previous sections indicates that there are several educa-
tional practices and programs that significantly improve the academic success
of Hispanic students. Many of these programs are supported by systematic,
long-term studies and reviews of research. It is important to note that even if
only a few factors associated with students’ educational success are present, the
programs seem to have a positive effect on student achievement and persistence
in school. Changes in school practices, however, need to be accompanied by
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changes in policy that reflect the current diversity in classroom settings, and the
best scientific evidence available. The following recommendations emerge from
our review of the research:

• Some of the effective teaching practices for Hispanic students are: culturally
responsive instruction, cooperative learning, instructional conversation, cogni-
tively guided instruction, and technology-enhanced instruction.

• Some of the effective school factors for Hispanic students are: valuing
student’s needs and culture, effective instructional practices, teachers’ profes-
sional development, parent and community involvement, student assessment,
school leadership, and school culture and expectations.

• One of the most effective language programs for Hispanic students is bilingual
education.

• Some of the effective school-based programs for Hispanic students are: Coca
Cola Valued Youth Program, Achievement for Latinos through Academic
Success (ALAS), Mathematics, Engineering, Science Achievement (MSEA),
Upward Bound, Success for All (SFA), and Advancement Via Individual
Determination (AVID).

This chapter described some of the research-based educational practices that have
been found to be successful in improving the education of Hispanic students.
Several key elements or components that have been successful in many different
settings are discussed, but these are only suggestions, not “recipes” for improving
schools. No program, however well implemented, will prove a panacea for all
the educational problems of Hispanic students. For the most part, each school
must concern itself with the resolution of its own specific problems (Schubert,
1980). In that sense, every school should be considered unique, and educators
should choose among research-based practices and programs according to the
needs of the Hispanic students that they serve. Furthermore, critical out-of-school
factors that affect the outcomes of schooling for Hispanic students must also
be addressed. If we only focus on school factors and ignore the importance of
family and community influences on the education of Hispanic students, we will
clearly fail in our endeavors.

The serious educational problems of Hispanic students highlight the need for
schools to begin using scientific evidence to determine educational programs
and practices. There is a critical need to develop a solid knowledge base on
effective practices, leadership, and policy for Hispanic students that focuses on
alterable practices that improve students’ academic achievement. Strengthening
links between evidence-based research and educational practices can benefit the
growing population of Hispanic students in American schools and those who
share responsibility for educating them. With greater understanding and support
of the needs of Hispanic students and their teachers, schools can improve the
quality of educational practices and ensure that no child, teacher, or school—is
left behind.
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9
Improving the Schooling Experiences
of African American Students
What school leaders and teachers can do

Gail L. Thompson

Many years ago, the congregation of an African Methodist Episcopal Church in
southern California realized they had a big problem: At the end of the school
term, none of the male high school seniors had enough credits to graduate
(Thompson, 2002b). After this revelation, the congregation’s and the pastor’s
sense of outrage was so great that the church developed a weekend tutorial
program to assist struggling students. The general consensus was “If the schools
can’t meet our sons’ academic needs, then we must do so ourselves.”

Although this church’s response was innovative and probably rare, its dilemma
was not unusual: African American student underachievement is a national
problem that has perplexed educators and researchers for decades. In recent years,
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act’s emphasis on closing the achievement
gap (U.S. Department of Education, 2001) and the fiftieth anniversary of the
landmark Brown versus Board of Education legislation mandating school deseg-
regation have added a new sense of urgency to closing this gap. However,
according to Yale child psychiatrist, Dr. James P. Comer “� � �much of the public,
as well as too many educators do not understand the conditions that support or
serve as obstacles to learning” (2004, p. 14). This is all the more true when it
comes to obstacles to learning for African American students, a constant theme
in my own research and that of others.

Even though too many educators are unaware of ways in which they can
improve African American student achievement, there is a substantial amount
of research on this issue, and many African American students and parents
(Thompson, 2002b; Thompson, 2003c) have strong opinions about what is
needed to provide African Americans with optimal learning opportunities in
school. In the remainder of this chapter, I describe some of this research
based on my earlier work at underperforming-high-minority schools. I begin
with a brief summary of research on the role of school leaders in improving
African American student achievement and follow with an explanation of
“Seven Things that African American Students Need from Their Teachers.”
Based on a review of research and my own work, the seven points emphasize
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what African American students need for optimal learning. I conclude the chapter
by emphasizing the importance of professional development and providing
recommendations for policy and practice.

9.1. The Blind can’t Lead the Blind: School Leadership
that Makes a Positive Difference for African American
Students

“Leadership sets the tone in organizations” is a message that I emphasize in
my research. Other scholars have also stressed that in the absence of effective
leadership, true school reform—which includes closing the achievement gap—is
impossible (Comer, 2004; Fink & Resnick, 2001; Reitzug & Patterson, 1998;
Tirozzi, 2001). As Leighton (1996) put it, “‘Strong leadership’ appears in
virtually every list of attributes of successful schools” (p. 1). Whereas each
individual K-12 teacher can improve student achievement within his or her
classroom, in order for school-wide reform to occur, school leaders must be
effective and proactive.

Although the media and some researchers constantly disseminate negative
information about urban, high-poverty, and predominantly Black and Latino
schools, a growing body of research, and even some news articles have revealed
that numerous high-poverty-high-minority schools, including some predominantly
Black schools, have improved student achievement. In fact, some have even
become high-performing schools (Comer, 2004; Denbo, 2002). A recurring theme
about these exemplary schools is that their styles may differ, but leaders engage
in similar practices. In the next section, I summarize several of these practices.

9.2. How Effective School Leaders Improve Student
Achievement

A main theme in the literature about school leaders’ role in improving
achievement is that effective leaders are able to create a learning community that
is built on respect for teachers, staff, students, and parents. Forming partnerships
with the broader school community and soliciting input from individuals within
and those outside of the school setting are an important component of school
reform (Leighton, 1996). This not only includes welcoming input from other
administrators, staff, teachers, and students, but parents as well. The relationships
among adults and students in low-performing schools are often dysfunctional
and impede learning, and historically the voices of students, Black and Latino
parents, and teachers of color have been ignored (Comer, 2004; Delpit, 1995;
Thompson, 2003a, b, c, 2004b). However, in order for optimal achievement to
occur, effective leadership requires the ability to establish positive relationships
that are built on a foundation of mutual respect for all of the school’s constituents
(Comer, 2004; Denbo, 2002).
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In addition to being based on inclusiveness, the learning communities created
by effective leaders are permeated by high expectations (Carter, 2000; Comer,
2004; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Denbo, 2002; Simon Jr &
Izumi, 2003; Thompson, 2002b; 2003c; 2004b; Yau, 2002). This climate of
high expectations, which begins with explicitly stated measurable goals (Carter,
2000; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002), leads to a school-
wide “cultural transformation” where a rigorous curriculum results in higher
achievement (Denbo, 2002), and where educators strongly believe that all
students can succeed academically (Council of Chief State School Officers,
2002).

In his review and critique of research on high-achieving elementary schools
with large percentages of low-income African Americans, Yau (2002) stated that
in order for reform to occur, among other changes, school leaders must improve
the school culture, provide support for teachers to be successful, increase parent
involvement, and focus on the needs of students. This focus on student needs
should lead to an increase in instructional and learning time, the use of test data
to improve instruction, and efforts to boost students’ self-esteem, and morale.
Again, high expectations for the entire school community surfaced as a hallmark
of high-achieving schools.

One of the best models of the essential components of a comprehensive school
plan to improve African American student achievement was developed by Comer
and members of the Yale Child Study team more than 30 years ago. Since then,
the School Development Plan (SDP) that they piloted at two low-performing-
high-poverty schools in New Haven, Connecticut, has been used by more than
a thousand schools. The SDP is based on a holistic child-development approach
to learning, a “no-fault” (not indulging in the “blame game” that is so common)
perspective about school reform, an emphasis on positive relationships among
adults and students, and a culture of high expectations that emphasizes focusing
on students’ strengths, instead of their weaknesses (Comer, 2004).

Another characteristic of effective leaders is that they use test results wisely
(Carter, 2000; Comer, 2004; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002;
Denbo, 2002; Simon Jr & Izumi, 2003; Yau, 2002). However, although the wise
use of test data can be beneficial in school reform, for too long many school
leaders have used test data unwisely, particularly to bolster the widespread belief
that African American students are cognitively inferior to Whites and Asians
(Gould, 1981; Thompson, 2004b). As Comer (2004) stated, “But human behavior
or performance, and its meaning, are too complex to be captured by numbers
alone” (p. 19). Effective school leaders realize this and use data prudently.

In sum, in order to be effective, school leaders must begin with the right
mind-set about students, parents, teachers, and the leader’s own role in improving
student achievement (Comer, 2004; Simon Jr & Izumi, 2003). The “no-fault”
mind-set that Comer (2004) and others have described as essential to school
reform, positive relationships, inclusiveness, providing support for teachers, the
creation of a community of learners that is built on high expectations, and the
wise use of test data to improve the curriculum and instruction are all among
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the key ingredients that school leaders must include in the recipe for reform that
results in improving African American student achievement.

9.3. Seven Things that African American Students Need
from their Teachers

In order for school-wide reform to occur, outstanding leaders are crucial, but
what occurs in each individual classroom is largely up to the teacher. Teacher
preparation programs have historically failed to adequately prepare teachers
to work successfully with students from diverse backgrounds (Carter, 2000;
Delpit, 1995; Hale, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Thompson, 2004b; U.S.
Department of Education, 2000), and many teachers, especially those in high-
poverty and urban schools, leave the profession during the first five years of their
teaching careers (CNN, 2003; Thompson, 2004b; U.S. Department of Education,
2000). Nevertheless, just as researchers have identified the characteristics of
leaders of high-performing-high-poverty-high-minority schools, there is also a
large body of research describing the characteristics of effective teachers of
African Americans, and research focusing on how teachers can improve African
American student achievement (Aronson, 2004; Boykin, 2002; Collins, 1992;
Comer, 2004; Delpit, 1995; Denbo & Moore, 2002; Drew, 1996; Foster, 1998;
Gay, 2000; Hale, 2001; Kunjufu, 1985; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Perry, Steele,
& Hilliard, 2003; Thompson, 2002b; 2003c; 2004b; and many others). In the
remainder of this section, I will synthesize some of this research by describing
“Seven Things That African American Students Need from Their Teachers.”

1. African American Students Need Teachers Who Have The “Mrs. Tessem
Mind-set.”

One of the clearest messages in the literature about Black students is that
the relationships they have with their teachers can have either a positive or a
negative effect on their academic achievement (Collins, 1992; Comer, 2004;
Delpit, 1995; Foster & Peele, 1999; Gay, 2000; Gunn Morris & Morris, 2000;
Ladson-Billings, 1994; Thompson, 2002b; 2004b; Wimberly, 2002). African
American students equate good teaching with certain strategies and practices.
In addition to making the curriculum interesting and comprehensible, however,
“More than anything� � �successful teachers of African American students must
possess a certain mind-set. Instead of expecting deficits, teachers must look for
the innate talents and gifts that all African American students arrive at school
with� � �” (Thompson, 2002b, p. 165). Furthermore, the students want relation-
ships with their teachers that are “� � �built on trust, mutual respect, and a sincere
desire to provide African American students with the best caliber of instruction
that teachers can offer” (p. 165).

One of the main characteristics that Ladson-Billings (1994) identified in the
eight exemplary teachers of African American students that she studied was their
ability to form positive relationships with their students that extended beyond
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the classroom. These teachers treated students humanely, developed a “connect-
edness” with them, and encouraged students to build positive relationships with
each other through collaborative learning and a sense of responsibility for each
other. In short, they were able to create a psychologically safe, comfortable, and
supportive learning community.

In my own work, I contrasted Mrs. Tessem, my sixth grade teacher, with
my previous elementary teachers in order to illustrate the differences between
an effective teacher of African American students and ineffective ones. The
main difference between Mrs. Tessem and the others was her skill in developing
positive relationships with her students—poor Black children from one of the
city’s worse communities. Her ability to develop these relationships began with
her mind-set about her job and her students. This mind-set consisted of eight
core beliefs: (1) African American students are capable of academic success;
(2) It was her job to equip students with strong academic skills; (3) Having
high expectations was in her students’ best interest; (4) The curriculum must be
culturally relevant; (5) It is necessary to identify students’ strengths and build on
those strengths; (6) Life skills should be incorporated into the curriculum through
current events and class discussions; (7) Effective teachers teach the “whole
child”; and (8) It was imperative that she develop a “college-going mind-set” in
her students (Thompson, 2004b).

Like Marva Collins (1992) and some of the educators that Comer (2004)
and Ladson-Billings (1994) described, Mrs. Tessem is a prototype that teachers
who truly desire to increase their efficacy with Black students can emulate.
She is also an example of what can happen when a teacher is able to develop
positive relationships with African American students. As I said in Through
Ebony Eyes� � �:

Any decent teacher can become successful with well-behaved and high-achieving students.
Only the phenomenal teachers who possess the Mrs. Tessem mind-set can succeed with
underachievers, students from challenging backgrounds, and those who are perceived as
discipline problems. Becoming a phenomenal teacher is not easy, but it is an option that
is available to all teachers (2004c, p. 131).

2. African American Students Need Teachers Who Equip Them With the
Academic Skills That are Prerequisites for Academic Success.

Many years ago, several television news programs featured stories about George
Dawson, who learned to read at a third grade level about five years before his
death. Shockingly, because of limited schooling as a result of racism and poverty
during his childhood, Dawson didn’t learn to read until he was 98 years old.
In Life is So Good, Dawson and educator Richard Glaubman (2001) chronicled
his remarkable journey to become literate. Although on the surface, Dawson’s
heartwarming story appears to be unusual, a deeper look at the realities of the
U.S. K-12 school system suggests that his story is not so unusual. Despite the
fact that most African American children aren’t prevented from attending school
due to economic circumstances or racism, many are passed through the school
system year after year, with such weak academic skills that it’s possible for them
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to actually graduate from high school and still be functionally illiterate. In fact,
it is well known that far too many students, particularly Blacks and Latinos, are
passed through the school system with weak reading, writing, and math skills
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2003; Thompson, 2004b; Thompson &
Louque, 2005). Functional illiteracy has been correlated with prison incarceration
rates, school dropout rates, and poverty during adulthood (Thompson, 2004b).
Weak math skills can become one of the greatest barriers to college admission
and future economic success (Drew, 1996), and having poor writing skills can
not only prevent students from earning good grades in their K-postsecondary
education (Delpit, 1995; Thompson, 2004b; Thompson & Louque, 2005), but it
can also have a negative impact on their future success in the workforce (National
Commission on Writing, 2005). Therefore, one of the most obvious ways that
teachers can improve African American students’ academic achievement is to
ensure that they have the skills that are prerequisites for academic success: good
reading, writing, and math skills (Cooper, 2003; Delpit, 1995; Ladson-Billings,
2002; Thompson, 2004b).

In Through Ebony Eyes� � �(Thompson, 2004b), I explained that one of the
easiest ways for teachers to teach basic skills is through the Theory of Small
Wins. “The basic premise is that if individuals are permitted to learn new
information in small steps, there is a greater likelihood they will comprehend it,
because their stress over learning new material is greatly reduced” (pp. 52–53).

Ladson-Billings (1994) referred to this as “scaffolding,” which enables
students “to build upon their own experiences, knowledge, and skills to move
into more difficult knowledge and skills” (p. 124).

It is also important for teachers who desire to increase their efficacy with
African American students to realize that they can’t afford to be sidetracked by
the reading wars (Delpit, 1995; Thompson, 2004b). Instead, they must be willing
to combine the best instructional practices available to ensure that students
can decode words fluently and comprehend what they read (Delpit, 1995;
Thompson, 2004b). These teachers should be knowledgeable about “The 8 Pieces
of the Reading Puzzle” (phonological awareness, phonics, spelling, fluency,
language, knowledge, cognitive strategies, and reading a lot) that McEwan (2002)
identified.

Moreover, for too long math has been one of the most difficult subjects for
many African American students to master (Drew, 1996; Thompson, 2002b;
2003c; 2004b), and in some cases, math phobia has become a problem that is
passed on generationally (Thompson, 2003c). In order to help African Americans
learn math content, teachers must make the curriculum interesting and compre-
hensible, and they must be patient and use diverse teaching strategies (Drew,
1996; Thompson, 2002b; 2003c). Teachers who over-rely on the textbook and
who primarily use lecturing or a mechanical style of teaching (Comer, 2004) are
likely to be ineffective at teaching most students the math content. Cooperative
learning groups and the belief that African American students can excel at math
are crucial factors in improving their math achievement (Drew, 1996, Thompson,
2002c; 2003c).
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Additionally, because so many African American students have been short-
changed academically by underqualified teachers, it is imperative that their
teachers possess good skills themselves and remain current with research
pertaining to their fields. Ongoing professional development is one way that
school leaders can ensure that teachers remain current and receive the support
they need (Thompson, 2004b).

3. African American Students Need Teachers Who Teach Them How to
Use Their Education for Personal Empowerment.

In “Achieving in Post-Civil Rights America� � �” Perry (2003) wrote poignantly
about the historical value of literacy among African Americans and how before
and after the slavery era, Blacks equated literacy with freedom. According
to Perry, “For African Americans from slavery to the modern Civil Rights
movement� � �you pursued learning because this is how you asserted yourself as
a free person, how you claimed your humanity” (p. 11). Furthermore, racial
uplift, liberation, and preparation for leadership were related to one’s motives for
becoming literate (Perry, 2003). Unfortunately, today, many African American
youths are unaware of this rich legacy and many see school as a waste of
time when other factors are competing for their attention (Comer, 2004). At the
same time, many teachers exacerbate the situation by using ineffective methods
(Comer, 2004; Thompson, 2004b).

Consequently, another obvious way that teachers can improve African
American student achievement is to instill in them the message that “A good
education can lead to personal empowerment.”

Making this message an ongoing component of lesson plans is possibly the
easiest way to convey it. Lessons about the short- and long-term payoffs of a good
education can be beneficial. These lessons should include details about the benefits
of earning good grades, such as good grades are necessary for promotion to the
next grade level, grades should indicate that the student has prerequisite skills
and knowledge to advance to the next level of his/her education, and that high
school graduation is a major benefit. Students also need to know that a high school
diploma isnotonlynecessary formostbasic, low-paying jobs, but it’s a requirement
for admission to four-year-postsecondary institutions. In addition to storytelling
and mini lessons, teachers can use guest speakers, literature, and research projects
to teach students about the benefits of a good education (Thompson, 2004b).

4. African American Students Need Teachers Who Make the Curriculum
Culturally Relevant.

Like many researchers, I’m convinced that one of the primary reasons why
countless African American students underachieve in school is because the
curriculum and traditional instructional practices are not only disconnected from
their lives, history, and culture, but the curriculum also tends to portray a very
one-sided portrait of African Americans (Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2000; Ladson-
Billings, 1994; Thompson, 2003c; 2004b). According to the standard fodder that
most students get in K-12 schools, “African Americans were slaves. Lincoln
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freed them, and then Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks sparked the Civil
Rights movement.” In general, that is basically what all students, not just African
Americans, learn about Black history through the traditional K-12 curriculum
(Thompson, 2004b). For this reason, it is little wonder that so many African
American students become disillusioned with the school curriculum.

The theory of cultural discontinuity posits that the school culture is very
different from traditional Black culture. In fact, the gulf between the school
culture and traditional Black culture has historically been so wide that Hale
(1986) maintained that for African American children, going to school for the
first time is similar to visiting a foreign land. As a result, for more than a
decade, researchers who challenge the exclusion and Euro-centrism that dominate
the standard school curriculum have urged educators to make the curriculum
culturally relevant (Corwin, 2001; Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings,
1994; Thompson, 2002b, 2003c, 2004b).

Delpit (1995), Ladson-Billings (1994), and Gay (2000) are just a few
of the many scholars who have not only stressed the importance of a
culturally relevant curriculum but have helped to define it as well. According
to Ladson-Billings (1994), when culturally relevant teaching occurs, student
achievement improves, students become socio-politically conscious, and they
become culturally competent in their home culture. Using appropriate multi-
cultural materials (Gay, 2000, Thompson, 2004b), connecting school and home
experiences, emphasizing the legitimacy and value of each culture, and using
diverse teaching strategies are some of the ways that teachers can make the
curriculum culturally relevant (Gay, 2000).

5. African American Students Need Teachers Who Have Good Classroom
Management Skills.

Researchers have repeatedly found that many teachers are more likely to perceive
Black students as discipline problems at school than other students (CNN,
2003; Ferguson, 2001; Hale, 2001; Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Thompson, 2002b;
2003c; 2004b) Consequently, African Americans are disproportionately repre-
sented among the students who are suspended and expelled from school (Skiba
& Peterson, 1999; Thompson, 2002b; 2003c; 2004b). Researchers have also
found that many teachers have weak classroom management skills (Delpit, 1995;
Thompson, 2004b), and this may actually lead to student misbehavior. Classroom
management is obviously linked to student achievement because if students are
out of control, a teacher is unable to teach (Thompson, 2004b). Therefore, one
way that teachers can increase the likelihood that African American students
will be able to achieve their maximum potential in class is to ensure that
teachers have good classroom management skills (Thompson, 2004b). In other
words, as Ladson-Billings (1994) stressed, “The focus of the classroom must be
instructional� � �the primary enterprise must be to teach” (p. 124).

Many African American students and parents equate seven practices with
effective classroom management. Some of these practices have also been cited
by other researchers, including Cooper (2003), Delpit (1995), Ferguson (200l),
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Hale (2001), and Ladson-Billings (1994). African American students and parents
believe that an effective classroom management system must be built (1) on
fairness: Teachers must not punish African American students for behavior that
they ignore in other students; (2) Teachers must have a positive attitude about
African American students. “Teachers who expect African American students to
be problematic will find that their beliefs may become a self-fulfilling prophecy”
(Thompson, 2004b, p. 99); (3) Teachers must also be explicit and consistent. Wise
teachers explain their class rules to both students and parents at the beginning of
the school year to prevent misunderstandings; (4) Students also need effective
instruction and a good curriculum. (5) Teachers should also focus on teaching and
not be preoccupied with discipline. A classroom should not be run like a prison,
and students shouldn’t be expected to act like criminals. When teachers look for
trouble, it can become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Ferguson, 2001); (6) Firmness
rather than meanness is also needed. Teachers must be authoritative in a way
that requires students to treat the teacher and other students respectfully but that
is also respectful of students (Cooper, 2003; Delpit, 1995; Thompson, 2004b);
and (7) Teachers must be patient with struggling students who may not learn
subject matter as quickly as others. Impatience can create discipline problems
when struggling students infer that the teacher is unwilling to give them the help
they need (Thompson, 2002b; 2003c; 2004b). These simple strategies can enable
any teacher to improve student achievement by having an orderly classroom in
which learning is the main priority.

6. African American Students Need Teachers Who Develop
a College-Going Mind-set in Students.

I once heard an African American Baptist pastor say that people often criticized
him about his insistence that his three sons would eventually attend college.
When asked, “But what if they don’t want to go to college?” or “What if they
aren’t ‘college material’?” the pastor would reply, “All of them are going and
all of my children are college material.”

This father’s strong determination to see his sons attend college is similar to
a dream shared by many Black parents and students. The majority of African
American high school seniors whom I interviewed wanted to attend college when
they graduated, and 92 percent of the African American parents who participated
in another study that I conducted wanted their children to attend college. In
another study, the U.S. Department of Education (2003) reported that 94 percent
of the Black students planned to attend college and 96 percent of the Black
parents expected their children to attend college. Wimberly (2002) also found
that nearly 90 percent of the African American students planned to attend college.
However, this dream of attending college is often thwarted for African American
students by school factors within and outside of the classroom (Thompson,
2002b; 2003c; Wimberly, 2002). Therefore, an obvious way that educators can
improve student achievement is to not only eradicate these barriers to college
attendance but to also instill a college-going mind-set in African American
students.
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A primary barrier to attending college for African American students comes
from school counselors. In many schools, African American students are less
likely than others to receive the advisement they need from counselors regarding
how to navigate the college admission process, or to be placed in college
preparatory and advanced placement courses. For African American students
whose parents never attended college, school counselors can be instrumental in
helping them attain the goal of college admission (Thompson, 2002b; 2003c).

Another set of barriers are created in the classroom. One major obstacle
stems from the sorting and tracking that is prevalent in the public school system
(Ferguson, 2001; Hale, 2001; Oakes, 1999; Thompson, 2002b; 2004a). As early
as kindergarten and first grade, educators begin to place labels on students
and make assumptions about them that have long-term consequences (Hale,
2001; Thompson, 2002b). Consequently, Black students are disproportionately
represented among special education students, underrepresented in Gifted and
Talented Education Programs (Ford, 1995), and are more likely to be labeled as
discipline problems than their peers.

Another barrier that arises in the classroom is that many teachers have low
expectations of Black students (Delpit, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2002; Thompson,
2004a; 2004b; Thompson & Louque, 2005). Low expectations can lead to
students’ receiving a substandard education that fails to prepare them for college.
In the end, Black students who desire to attend college may not have the necessary
reading, writing, or math skills that they need (Education Trust-West, 2004).
This results in a high percentage of students of color being forced to attend
community colleges rather than four-year postsecondary institutions, or students
being placed in remedial classes at four-year institutions.

A third barrier that arises in the classroom is that many African American
students are inadequately prepared to do well on standardized tests and college
admission exams, such as the SAT and ACT (Corwin, 2001). In a study that
I conducted at an underperforming high school, I learned that the majority of
the participants—nearly 300 White, Latino, and African American students—
believed that their teachers had failed to adequately prepare them for the required
standardized tests (Thompson, 2007).

Clearly, one way that educators can eradicate these barriers is to develop a
college-going mind-set in their students from elementary school onward. This
would require teachers to adopt the mind-set that “All students have potential,
all students deserve a college education, and it is not my job to decide who
goes to college and who doesn’t.” Developing this college-going mind-set would
also require teachers to have high expectations, be willing to give extra help to
struggling students, discuss college with them on a regular basis, explain the
benefits of college attendance to students, and provide adequate preparation for
required standardized tests and college admission exams. Counselors would also
have to do their part by providing accurate and consistent advisement to students
about college, and by ensuring that students are placed in the proper courses.
Finally, the culture of high expectations that is the hallmark of high-performing,
high-poverty schools must permeate the entire school through a tone set by
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leaders and teachers. When all students—even those who may not plan to attend
college—are exposed to a college preparatory curriculum, achievement increases
and students are better prepared for success in college (Education Trust-West,
2004). As Carter stated, “� � �great schools make college the goal” (2000, p. 9).

7. African American Students Need Teachers Who Focus on the “Alterable
Variables.”

In underperforming schools throughout the nation, particularly predominantly
Black, Latino, and low-income schools, there is at least one place on campus
where the negative teachers congregate. It may be another teacher’s classroom,
the teachers’ lounge, or some other place. Regardless of its location, the intent
of the congregants is the same: They go to this place to complain and to listen
to the complaints of their like-minded colleagues. In these “complaint rooms,”
teachers routinely criticize parents, students, and the community in which the
school is located. One way that teachers can increase their own efficacy, and
improve student achievement is to avoid these places. Instead, they can choose
to focus on the “alterable variables” rather than on the “inalterable” ones.

In Teach Them All to Read: Catching the Kids Who Fall Through the Cracks,
Elaine K. McEwan (2002), a former school principal and a reading expert,
described the ingredients that are necessary to create a school culture that promotes
reading achievement for all students. Among the “12 Traits of A Pervasive and
Persuasive Reading Culture” that McEwan cited are strong instructional leadership
by administrators and teachers; high expectations and accountability for students,
teachers, and parents; comprehensive student assessment; the integration and
coordination of special services for students with special needs; wise use of
instructional time; ongoing staff development; and constant communication and
coordination among teachers regarding curriculum and instruction. But McEwan
also spoke extensively about the mind-set that educators must have in order
to promote a high-achieving-reading culture in schools. This mind-set requires
educators to “Focus on the alterable variables,” a term McEwan attributed to
Benjamin Bloom’s work more than two decades ago. Concentrating on the
alterable variables requires educators to pay attention to what is within their
control rather than focusing on circumstances outside of their control. As a
principal, when McEwan convinced her staff to adopt this attitude, student
achievement improved and the entire school climate became more positive.

In his review of research on the causes of the achievement gap, Barton (2004)
identified fourteen factors that were correlated to achievement. Eight of the
factors (birth weight, lead poisoning, poor nutrition, being read to by a parent or
caretaker, the amount of time children spent watching television, whether or not
children lived in a two-parent home, student mobility, and parent participation in
their children’s education) were labeled as “Before and Beyond School” factors.
Six factors (school safety, technology-assisted instruction, class size, teacher
preparation, teacher experience and attendance, and the rigor of the curriculum)
were labeled as “In School” factors. Because African American students are
disproportionately represented among the children living in poverty in the U.S.
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(U.S. Census Bureau, 2001), they are more likely than students from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds to experience negative “Before and Beyond School”
factors, a fact that may overwhelm many teachers. In spite of this, research has
consistently shown that the quality of teaching and the curriculum that students
receive, and what happens in the classroom are more important determinants of
student achievement than other factors. Therefore, it would behoove educators,
particularly teachers, to focus on what is within their power to change. The
rigor of the curriculum, the amount of technology-assisted instruction that is
available to students, teacher attendance, and how well prepared teachers are to
deliver lesson plans are totally within each individual teacher’s control. The other
factors, class size, school safety, and the hiring of experienced and qualified
teachers are factors that school leaders can control. Educators who sincerely want
to improve African American student achievement will focus on these alterable
variables and not waste time complaining about the factors they can’t control,
or indulging in the “blame game” (Comer, 2004; Thompson, 2004b; Thompson,
Warren, & Carter, 2004). Moreover, educators who want to be proactive in
trying to address some of the “Before and Beyond School” factors can at the
very least provide parents with information and strategies to assist their children
academically at home.

9.4. Conclusion

The literature on African American student achievement is clear in emphasizing
that in order for true reform to occur in underperforming schools, systemic
change is needed. Strong leaders who are able to improve the entire school
culture are crucial, and changing the culture requires an inclusiveness that
welcomes the voices and contributions of all members of the school community,
especially African American parents and students, two groups who have histori-
cally been ignored and marginalized. It also entails the creation of “a culture of
achievement” in which high expectations and preparation for college are the norms.

According to Carter (2000) “Improving the quality of instruction is the only
way to improve overall student achievement” (p. 9). However, the quality of
instruction can only improve and systemic change can only occur when school
leaders and teachers receive ongoing, consistent, and thorough professional devel-
opment (Guild, 2002; Thompson, 2004b). This will require educators to examine
and address their own beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that might impede student
achievement. Furthermore, the professional development should also familiarize
educators with current research and strategies, and provide support to increase
their efficacy. Landsman (2004) recommended that educators meet regularly to
discuss diverse cultures and related books. I urge educators to follow a “Three-
Part, Long-Term Professional Development Plan” that each individual teacher can
complete in the privacy of his/her home through reading, journal writing, and the
creation and implementation of an action plan to improve African American student
achievement (Thompson, 2004b). The bottom line is that school reform can’t occur
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unless educators continue to grow professionally. Participating in ongoing profes-
sional development for school leaders and teachers is one way of ensuring that this
growth occurs, as the following story illustrates.

9.5. A Final Story

In June 2005, I had a heartwarming telephone conversation with one of the most
positive and enthusiastic school leaders I’ve ever spoken with. This woman, an
African American principal at a predominantly Black Los Angeles elementary
school, who referred to herself as “a missionary,” made professional development
a top priority at her school. “I’m on a mission,” she said excitedly. “I’ve been at
job level, but now I’m at mission level. I think we’re a good school {but} we’re
on the verge of becoming a great school.”

Most people would be surprised to learn that her school is located in a
community that has one of the city’s highest crime rates, highest unemployment
rates, and highest concentration of children living in foster care. Nevertheless,
these inalterable variables don’t deter this principal from her dream of making
her school a place “� � �where we truly are educating African American children,
where we’re doing it right.” During the two years that she has served as
principal of this particular school, her comprehensive school-improvement plan
has included providing teachers with the resources and support they need, and
ensuring that they have the correct mind-set about African American students.
“The bottom line is my expectation is ‘Children first.’ I expect teachers to do
their best� � �and I remind them ‘Teaching is a service profession and you choose
to be of service to children and communities.”’ She went on to say, “What I tell
teachers is ‘To be at my school, you have to be more than a teacher. At times,
on the same day, you’ll have to be a social worker, a mom, a dad, and a big
brother.”’ When she meets resistance from teachers who are unwilling to accept
this mission, the principal encourages them to find a job elsewhere.

In addition to mentoring teachers, she also makes her own and her teachers’
professional development a top priority each year. Although she has served as
a principal at various schools for six years and a vice principal for seven years,
she is dedicated to continuing her own professional growth by keeping abreast
of the most recent literature about African American student achievement. She
also seeks to do this for her teachers. Each fall, she motivates them to attend
professional development workshops and presentations for which they can earn
extra pay, and each summer, she purchases a book for each teacher to read. “I’m
going to keep giving {my teachers} what the experts are saying,” she remarked.

9.6. Recommendations

I’ll conclude this chapter with five recommendations. These recommendations
can help school leaders, teachers, and policy makers improve the schooling
experiences of African Americans and other students in underperforming schools.
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First, the blind can’t lead the blind. Like the aforementioned exemplary school
leader, improving student achievement requires school leaders to set the appro-
priate tone and practice what they preach through their own ongoing professional
development. The result should be the creation of a learning community that rests
on a foundation of high expectations, inclusiveness of historically marginalized
groups, and ongoing teacher support at the school site through professional devel-
opment. When this becomes the norm rather than the exception in America’s
K-12 public schools, the achievement gap, undoubtedly, will be eradicated and
true school reform will occur.

Second, in order for the systemic reform that is necessary to occur, school
leaders and teachers also need the support of policy makers, social service
organizations, and parents. In many inner cities throughout the nation, parents
are overwhelmed by problems, such as unemployment, high crime rates, and
other poverty-related issues. Until policy makers make a conscious effort to
address the problems plaguing inner cities, many parents will be incapable
of devoting more time to their children’s education. Moreover, in commu-
nities in which jobs are scarce, it is often difficult for adolescents and their
parents to truly believe that education can improve their economic circumstances.
Therefore, policy makers must make the revitalization of inner cities a national
priority. In addition to becoming more equitable in the distribution of small
business loans and bringing jobs to inner cities, this would include improving the
substandard conditions that are common in many inner-city schools. Adequate
funding is necessary for ongoing professional development for school leaders
and teachers, as well as funding to improve the infrastructures of dilapidated
schools, funding for textbooks, science labs, classroom libraries, and a profes-
sional development library for teachers and parents. This library should contain
educational journals and books that describe practical reading, writing, math,
and classroom management strategies that parents and teachers can check out.

Third, another area that policy makers should continue to focus on relates to
the quality of educators in schools. The widespread practice of staffing inner-
city schools with anyone who is available must cease. Policy makers must not
only give “lip service” to the notion of ensuring that every child has a qualified
teacher; they must also enforce this policy and expand it to ensure that every
school also has a qualified principal.

Fourth, policy makers must also re-examine the No Child Left Behind Act to
determine if the high-stakes testing movement will truly produce the types of
students that this nation needs. Like many other scholars, I believe that multiple
types of assessments should be used to evaluate students. The ongoing national
controversy over the NCLB Act should encourage policy makers to review the
pros and cons of high-stakes testing and determine if it will actually result in
true school reform, especially for underperforming schools.

Fifth, as Comer’s work (2004) in inner-city schools has shown, when social
service agencies become more connected with schools, there is a greater
likelihood that basic human needs that can serve as impediments to academic
achievement will be met. Because of the myriad problems in inner cities, each
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school should have trained therapists on site who can work with troubled children
and their families. Parenting classes and workshops on specific ways that parents
can assist their children academically should be available. A holistic child devel-
opment approach like Comer’s School Development Plan, could alleviate many
problems that contribute to academic failure. Once again, this would require
adequate funding for social service organizations in poor communities. More
organizations are needed and additional personnel are needed.

The bottom line is that there is a lot more that can be done at the national,
state, and local levels to improve underperforming schools. These schools are
more likely to be attended by three of the most marginalized groups in the
U.S. –poor children, Latinos, and African Americans. Actions speak louder than
words. As long as our nation’s leaders continue to merely talk about school
reform and improving social conditions, America will remain a nation of “haves”
and “have nots,” and a nation that proclaims equality and justice for all while
practicing a pernicious caste system in which some groups are treated like
stepchildren and others are treated like royalty. Poor achievement will remain
prevalent in predominantly Black, predominantly Latino, and predominantly
low-income schools as long as the underlying issues that contribute to inequality
of educational opportunity fail to become a national priority.
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10
The Truth and Myth of the Model
Minority: The Case of Hmong
Americans

Stacey J. Lee

Asian Americans are one of the fastest growing groups in the United States,
and the Asian American category represents tremendous diversity (Reeves &
Bennett, 2003). Individuals classified as Asian American come from different
ethnic, linguistic, social class, religious, and generational backgrounds. Despite
the growth of Asian America and the diversity of the Asian American population,
many educators and educational policymakers know little about Asian American
students and often rely on stereotypic representations of Asian American students
as “model minorities.” According to the model minority stereotype, Asian
Americans are academically and economically successful because they work hard
and follow Asian cultural norms that emphasize the importance of education.
Asian American students are depicted as valedictorians, violin prodigies, and
computer geniuses.

While aggregate data on Asian American students appear to confirm the
model minority image, when data is disaggregated by ethnicity a more compli-
cated picture appears. Although there are Asian American students who are
highly successful, the model minority stereotype hides variation in academic
and economic achievement across ethnic groups and among individuals. With
respect to economic status, some Asian Americans have achieved professional
success while others struggle to survive economically. In terms of education,
some Asian American groups have higher levels of educational attainment than
the national average while other Asian American groups have significantly lower
levels of educational attainment than the national average.

The model minority stereotype has a significant impact on how educational
policy makers view Asian American students. It influences what they do and do
not do to support Asian American students. Assumptions regarding the academic
success of Asian Americans that are often confirmed by aggregate data, lead
policy makers to ignore the specific needs and concerns of Asian American
students (Pang, Kiang, & Pak, 2003). Teachers and other education professionals
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in schools also commonly evaluate Asian American students according to the
standards of the model minority. Students able to live up to the standards are
held up as examples for others to follow, and those unable to meet them are
deemed failures or substandard for their race (Lee, 1996).

This chapter will highlight the variation in educational achievement and
attainment across various Asian American ethnic groups. The central focus will
be on the educational experiences of the Hmong, a Southeast Asian ethnic group
that has experienced considerable difficulty in U.S. schools. Particular attention
will be paid to the cultural and structural barriers that Hmong American students
face in their pursuit of education. Furthermore, the paper will reveal the way
the model minority stereotype negatively affects Asian American students who
struggle in school. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a discussion regarding
implications and recommendations for policy and practice.

10.1. Beyond Aggregate Data

As noted earlier, the assumptions regarding the model minority achievement of
Asian Americans are based on aggregate data. When data on Asian Americans
are disaggregated by ethnic groups, however, the differences among Asian
Americans are quite apparent. An examination of disaggregated data reveals
that the experiences of some Asian American groups directly challenge the
model minority stereotype. Census 2000 data, for example, reveal that 53.3% of
Cambodians, 59.6% of Hmong, 49.6% of Lao, and 38.1% of Vietnamese over 25
years of age have less than a high school education. By contrast, 13.3% of Asian
Indians, 12.7% of Filipinos, 8.9% of Japanese, and 13.7% of Koreans over 25
years of age have less than a high school education (Reeves & Bennett, 2004).

Educational attainment and achievement appear to be closely related to social
class. Although the model minority stereotype characterizes Asian Americans as
economically successful, the reality is far more complex. For example, Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders are more likely than whites to have incomes
of $75,000 or more, but they are also more likely than whites to have incomes
below $25,000 (Reeves & Bennett, 2003). Asian American ethnic groups with
high rates of poverty experience low rates of educational attainment, and those
with high levels of educational attainment have high median incomes.

Asian Indians have the highest levels of economic and educational attainment
among Asian American ethnic groups. Nearly 64% of Asian Indians over 25 have
earned a bachelor’s degree. In 1999 Asian Indian families had a median income
of $70,849, compared to a median income of $50,046 for all families in the US
(Reeves & Bennett, 2004). The economic and educational successes of Asian
Indians are due in part to the fact that the majority of post-1965 Indian immigrants
were highly educated professionals (Zhou, 2004). Many Indian immigrants also
arrived in the United States fluent in English, a fact that made their transition to
life in the United States easier. In short, many Asian Indians arrived in the United
States with substantial human capital that they could translate into mainstream
success.
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According to 2000 Census data, Korean Americans are another relatively
successful Asian American group. Only 13.7% of Korean Americans over
25 have less than a high school education, and 43.8% of Korean Americans
over 25 have a bachelor’s degree or more (Reeves & Bennett, 2004). Like
many Asian Indians, many of the Korean immigrants who came to the U.S.
between 1965 and 1972 were well-educated professionals. Although there are
many Korean students who are academically successful, there is some growing
evidence that low-income Korean youth are struggling in our schools
(Lew, 2003).

While educational attainment among East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Korean,
Japanese) and South Asian groups (e.g., Indian, Pakistani) is high, educational
attainment among Pacific Islanders (e.g., Hawaiian) and Southeast Asian groups
(e.g., Cambodian, Hmong, Lao, Vietnamese) is relatively low. According to the
2000 Census, only 13.8% of Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders have
bachelor’s degrees (Ro, 2002). Not insignificantly, 17.7% of Native Hawaiians
and other Pacific Islanders lived under the poverty line, compared to 12.4% of
the U.S. population overall. Compared to other major ethnic groups in Hawaii,
Native Hawaiian students have the lowest graduation rates and are overrepre-
sented in special education. Native Hawaiian students’ scores on standardized
tests are below national norms (Tibbets, 1999).

Southeast Asians experience high rates of poverty (e.g., 29.3% of Cambodians,
37.8% of Hmong, 18.5% of Lao), and relatively low rates of educational
attainment (Reeves & Bennett, 2004). Although there is considerable variation
in the levels of educational attainment and achievement among Southeast Asian
Americans, the percentage of Southeast Asian Americans that have earned a
bachelor’s degree is lower than the percentage for Black, Hispanic and American
Indian/Alaskan Native adults. For example, the percentage of Blacks over 25
that have earned a bachelor’s degree or more is 14% (McKinnon & Bennett,
2005). Vietnamese American students are the most successful of the Southeast
Asian groups. According to 2000 Census data, 9.4% of Vietnamese American
adults over 25 have a bachelor’s degree or more. Hmong Americans have the
lowest levels of educational attainment among the Southeast Asians. According
to 2000 Census data, 59.6% of Hmong American adults over 25 have less than
a high school education and only 7.5% of Hmong American adults over 25 have
earned bachelor’s degrees.

The educational problems faced by Southeast Asians and Pacific Islanders
are masked by aggregate data that lumps all Asian Americans into one
category. In their examination of the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) data, for example, Pang, Kiang, & Pak (2003) reveal that
aggregate data on Asian Americans hides the problems that some popula-
tions are having on the high stakes exam. Specifically, they discovered that
school districts with high concentrations of Southeast Asian students had
higher numbers of Asian American students who received failing scores on the
MCAS than school districts with largely Chinese and South Asian populations
(Pang, Kiang, & Pak, 2003).
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10.2. The Hmong Case

In the remainder of this chapter I will focus on the educational experiences
of Hmong Americans. After a brief review of the early experiences of Hmong
refugees, the paper will focus on the current state of Hmong American education.
In discussing the current experiences of Hmong American students, I will draw
primarily on my interview-based research on Hmong college women (Lee, 1997),
and on my ethnographic research on Hmong American students at a high school
in Wisconsin (Lee, 2001, 2005). My study on Hmong college women focused
on the experiences of women who were among the first in their ethnic group
to pursue four-year college degrees (Lee, 1997). This research highlighted the
factors that contributed to their educational success and revealed the cultural
and structural barriers they faced in their pursuit of education. My research
on Hmong American high school students focused on how Hmong American
students’ experiences in school shaped their understandings of what it means
to be Hmong in the United States (2001, 2002, 2005). Particular attention was
paid to the way race and racism informed their identities. One of the central
findings in this research involved the growing educational concerns faced by
second-generation Hmong American youth.

10.2.1. Background

The first Hmong came to the United States as refugees from Laos over 25 years
ago. During the Vietnam War Hmong soldiers served as U.S. allies in the fight
against communism in Laos. After the U.S. withdrew from Southeast Asia the
Hmong in Laos were targets of persecution, and waves of Hmong refugees fled
to Thailand, where they spent months and even years before being resettled.
According to the 2000 Census, there are 186,310 people who identify as Hmong
living in the United States. The largest Hmong American communities are in
California (65,095), Minnesota (41,800) and Wisconsin (33,791).

Much of the early reports on Hmong refugees in the United States emphasized
the cultural differences between the Hmong and mainstream Americans. Hmong
culture was described rural, preliterate, patriarchal, traditional and even primitive.
Both journalists and academics suggested that the Hmong were among the most
culturally different group to come to the United States (Beck, 1994; Fass, 1991;
Sherman, 1988). The Hmong were understood to be ill equipped to deal with life
in a modern society such as the United States, and the high rates of poverty and
low levels of educational attainment among early Hmong refugees were viewed
to be the result of their culture.

Early research on the educational experiences of Hmong refugees pointed
to the many problems faced by Hmong American students in K-12 education,
including high dropout rates (Goldstein, 1985; Rumbaut & Ima, 1988). Cultural
differences were identified as the primary barriers to Hmong educational
achievement. In one early study on Hmong refugee students, Trueba, Jacobs, &
Kirton (1990) found that the collaborative culture within Hmong communities
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clashed with the individualistic and competitive culture of U.S. schools. The
fact that most early Hmong refugees were illiterate and had little familiarity
with formal education also created problems for Hmong refugees. Furthermore,
poverty and limited English language skills also posed serious barriers for Hmong
students.

Hmong girls experienced particularly serious problems in school during the
early years of resettlement. An emphasis on early marriage and motherhood led
many girls to drop out of middle and high school. Although Hmong families
encouraged their sons to pursue education, girls continued to gain status during
this period through marriage and motherhood (Goldstein, 1985). In commenting
on the academic difficulties faced by Hmong girls, Rumbaut and Ima (1988)
pointed to the “patrilineal and patriarchal norms that tend to devalue females
among the Hmong” (p. xiv).

The Hmong population continues to suffer from high rates of poverty and low
rates of educational attainment. Like many immigrant and refugee populations,
the Hmong community is young, with a median age of 16.1. Despite the troubles
faced by the Hmong community in the United States, there is evidence that some
Hmong are achieving upward mobility. According to the 2000 Census, Hmong
Americans have made gains in educational attainment, household income and
homeownership since the 1990 Census (Pfeifer & Lee, 2004). While 62% of
Hmong families were below the poverty level in 1990, 34.8% of Hmong families
were below the poverty level in 2000. In 2000, 38.74% lived in owner occupied
housing, up from 13% in 1990. A growing number of Hmong men and women
have gone on to pursue higher education (Fass, 1991; Lee, 1997; Ngo, 2000).

10.2.2. Signs of Progress

More recent research on Hmong American students suggests that a growing
number of Hmong American students are doing well and even going on to
pursue higher education. Today there are many Hmong American professionals
including doctors, lawyers, teachers, pharmacists, professors, social workers
and public officials. Economic conditions in the United States and the Hmong
community’s understandings of these conditions have led the Hmong to invest
in education as a way to achieve social mobility like many other immigrant
groups. That is, the community holds an instrumental understanding of education
whereby education is understood to be a way to escape poverty and gain greater
social status.

The Hmong community’s commitment to education can be seen in the activ-
ities of Hmong organizations across the country. For example, there are numerous
national and local Hmong organizations dedicated to promoting educational
success among Hmong youth. There are two Hmong Charter Schools in the
U.S., one in Milwaukee and one in Minneapolis. Both charter schools reflect the
Hmong community’s interest in providing their children with an education that
sets high educational expectations and reflects their culture (Adler, 2004).
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Girls and women have made particularly remarkable strides in their pursuit of
education. Some Hmong American women are choosing to postpone marriage
until after college and others who have followed more traditional marriage
patterns are returning to school (Fass, 1991; Lee, 1997; Ngo, 2000). Although
there are still more Hmong men who have completed higher educations than
Hmong women, recent research shows that many in the Hmong community
now believe that Hmong women are more successful in higher education than
Hmong men (Vang, 2004). Vang writes, “The Hmong community’s perception
that Hmong women are becoming more successful than Hmong men in studying
at college and obtaining higher education degrees is something that appears to
be widely accepted” (p. 24).

In my research on Hmong college women I found that while the women
faced cultural, economic and racial barriers in their pursuit of higher education
they were convinced that education was necessary for life in the United States.
Many of the women had grown up in poor families and they viewed education
as the way to escape poverty. Like other immigrants and refugees, the Hmong
women in my study had a folk theory of success that led them to believe that
through hard work and an education they could achieve middle class status and
other aspects of the American Dream (Ogbu, 1987). One Hmong college woman
explained that she and her sister had always dreamed of going to school because
they saw education as the route to economic success. She stated:

I mean, we knew that we want, like money. We wanted money, we wanted success in
life and we knew that the only way we can get money or success is by education.

This same woman went on to explain,

Well, I guess, my family, we weren’t too rich. We didn’t have a lot of money. So, I mean,
I want money. I want to be success — successful. And I wanted to support, like have
enough money to have children and take care of them, too, you know. So I mean, well
you in this society you really need money if you want to go anywhere. We knew that we
can get money through you know, good education� � �” (Lee, 1997, p. 813).

In addition to economic motivations for pursuing education, the women in my
study were motivated by a desire for increased independence in their relationships
with men. They assumed that education would empower women to take control
over their own lives. One Hmong woman, an undergraduate at a major university,
asserted that education made women more confident:

Having a confidence too, that comes from being educated� � �I think that is what has
allowed women to speak out more� � �And if, you know, a woman thinks that well, I’ve
made it here in college and I’m doing well and I’m learning all these things and I have
a lot more information and knowledge about that and I can speak out about those things
whereas our mothers, they were never educated and they never had the opportunity to
ever speak out because I think part of the reason was because they didn’t have any
confidence in what they were saying. And it was always the man who knew more� � �
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Not insignificantly, this woman believed that her generation of women has
more opportunities than her mother’s generation, and they assume the increased
opportunities that they have are related to life in the United States.

The strict gender roles placed on Hmong girls and women may be another
factor in their academic success. As in other immigrant and refugee communities,
Hmong girls and young women are more strictly controlled by their parents than
boys and young men. While Hmong boys and young men are often allowed
to spend time socializing with their peers after school, girls and young women
are expected to go home and perform household chores and care for younger
siblings. One college student suggested Hmong girls were used to working harder
than Hmong boys because “Parents are more strict on the girls, and they allow
the guys to go play more.” Other women suggested that boys simply have more
opportunities to “get into trouble.” In her ethnographic study on Dominican,
West Indian and Haitian youth, Lopez (2003) found a similar pattern of greater
parental restrictions on girls than boys. Lopez concludes, “men’s exemption
from the adult responsibilities imposed on their female counterparts left them
deprived of the emotional supports readily available to women” (p. 114). Based
on my research on Hmong high school students, I would argue that the parental
restrictions placed on Hmong girls both limit them and motivate them. Girls
reported that their household chores often prevented them from spending enough
time on their homework. Some girls, however, were motivated to work even
harder in order to do well in school and escape gender inequality.

In general, Hmong girls and women possess a positive dual frame of reference
whereby they compare their opportunities in the US with their opportunities in
their native countries and conclude that life is better in the US (Ogbu, 1987). The
Hmong girls and women in my two studies possessed positive dual frames of
reference with regard to gender opportunities for women. That is, they believed
that life in the US offers them greater gender equality than they would have in
Thailand or Laos. In discussing the opportunities for Hmong women in the US,
one woman remarked: “I think because Hmong women have never had the
opportunity to speak out and do things ever before, that now that they have the
opportunity to do so, they’re taking full advantage of it.” In particular, Hmong
girls and women were optimistic about the role of education in providing them
with greater gender equality when they got married. They assumed that education
would bring them greater gender equality than their mother’s experienced.

My research on Hmong American high school students suggests that schools
also play a significant role in the success of Hmong girls (Lee, 2005). I observed
that teachers were often willing to provide extra help to Hmong girls that they
did not provide to Hmong boys. The teachers’ perceptions of the subordinate
position of women in Hmong culture appeared to influence their desire to help
Hmong girls. Teachers were generally most concerned about Hmong girls who
were relative newcomers to the United States because they saw them as being
most vulnerable to traditional gender roles. In discussing the differences between
Hmong girls and boys, one teacher remarked, “I think the girls have to grow
up faster in terms of taking on home responsibilities. I think the workload is



178 Narrowing the Achievement Gap

inequitable outside of school. And then this whole issue of, you know, who gets
to decide when you marry, who you marry� � �” (Lee, 2005, p. 93). This teacher
and others were motivated to provide Hmong girls, particularly newcomers, with
extra assistance because they believed that education would allow the girls to
lead more independent lives. The girls’ faith in education and their optimistic
view of life in the United States were confirmed by their positive relationships
with teachers. In contrast to their generally sympathetic attitude towards Hmong
girls, teachers were noticeably wary of Hmong boys and few teachers made
efforts to connect with them.

In short, successful Hmong students have a positive dual frame of reference
that makes them relatively optimistic about life in the U.S., and they have
internalized a belief in the value of education. A growing number of Hmong
girls and women, in particular, appear to be on track for educational success.

10.2.3. Continuing Barriers to Success

Although some Hmong students are doing well in school and even going on
to pursue higher education, many continue to experience academic difficulties.
Within Hmong communities across the country there is a growing concern
regarding second-generation youth who are increasingly alienated from school
(Thao, 1999). In my ethnographic research on Hmong American students at
a high school in Wisconsin, teachers repeatedly told me that Hmong students
were increasingly “at risk” for academic failure (Lee, 2001; 2005). Teachers
and administrators pointed to what they perceived to be the alarming growth
in the truancy among Hmong students as evidence of the problem. One of
the Hmong bilingual resource specialists explained that there were significant
differences between Hmong newcomers who were still learning English and
adjusting to American culture and American born Hmong who were acculturated.
She identified the newcomers who were in ESL as good kids and the American
born kids as “bad” kids:

We don’t have problems with those ESL kids. Because, they are, I don’t know, they
seem, maybe they’re not Americanized or you know, so they are still,� � �let’s say, good
kids. So they are working hard and trying to graduate from UHS. The other problems,
I think the problem that most of the Hmong students face are students who are in the
mainstream – they are facing truancy. (Lee 2005, p. 52).

According to this bilingual resource specialist, many second-generation students
had become “bad kids” and were having problems with truancy. She explained
that “bad kids” could be identified by their “Americanized” clothes, specifically
the baggy pants and oversized shirts associated with Hip Hop style. Similar to
many scholars of immigration, the bilingual resource specialist linked Ameri-
canization, particularly the adoption of Hip Hop style, with negative attitudes
about education.

Teachers’ observations regarding the growing academic alienation among
second-generation Hmong youth were largely accurate. Many second-generation
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youth adopted a Hip Hop style and exhibited oppositional attitudes towards
school. Hmong boys, in particular, appeared to be questioning whether education
was the most efficient way for them to achieve economic success. Through
interviews with Hmong youth and observations of the youth inside and outside of
classrooms, I discovered that Hmong American students faced significant barriers
at the school and in the larger society that contributed to their alienation. That
is, my ethnographic data challenges the teachers’ belief that Americanization is
the sole cause of the problems faced by second-generation Hmong students.

At the macro-level, poverty and racism negatively affected the way second-
generation students viewed themselves and their future opportunities. As in the
greater Hmong American community, many of the second-generation students in
my study were from low-income families. Most lived in subsidized housing and
received free and/or reduced price lunch. Although Hmong students who were
relative newcomers to the U.S. were relatively optimistic about their ability to
escape poverty, second-generation youth appeared to have internalized a belief
that to be Hmong is to be poor. One student remarked, “All Hmong people are
poor and live in shabby houses” (Lee, 2005, p. 71). Sadly, this student was not
hopeful about escaping poverty. Second-generation students also complained that
non-Hmong people looked down on Hmong culture, stereotyped Hmong people
as lazy welfare recipients, and stereotyped Hmong youth as gang members.
According to these students, White people were the most likely to stereotype
Hmong people and consequently they viewed Whites, including teachers, with
suspicion.

Inside of the school, second-generation students encountered teachers who,
for the most part, knew little about Hmong students’ backgrounds. With the
exception of members of the ESL department, teachers knew little about how to
work with second language students. Although most mainstream teachers knew
little about their Hmong students, they were quick to point out that Hmong
students were less successful than other Asian American students, particularly
East Asian students. The differences in achievement between East and Southeast
Asian students were understood to be the result of cultural or attitudinal differ-
ences. One guidance counselor, for example, commented that East Asian students
were “more serious” about school than Southeast Asian students. He went on
to say, “A lot of them are not intellectually motivated. These are the Southeast
Asians I’m talking about now. They are polite, they’re nice, they never tell
me what, where to go and that sort of thing. I’m a counselor. But they don’t
have a background of working hard academically, and they don’t feel like it
now” (Lee, 2005, p. 45). As this quote demonstrates, East Asians were cast as
model minorities and Southeast Asian students were understood to be somehow
culturally deficient.

A significant number of second-generation Hmong students asserted that their
teachers were racist and didn’t care about them. While the Hmong students
who were relative newcomers to this country were enrolled in the school’s ESL
program where they received academic, social and emotional support, the second-
generation students were in mainstream classes where their educational needs
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were largely ignored. The chair of the ESL department, for example, reported that
mainstream teachers regularly abdicated responsibility for their Hmong students
by referring them back to ESL at the first sign of academic difficulty. According
to the chair of the ESL department, most mainstream teachers assumed that it
was the sole responsibility of the ESL department to serve all Hmong students,
including those who were no longer in ESL. Her assertions were confirmed
by my observations and through my conversations with mainstream teachers
who regularly referred me to the ESL department whenever I asked them about
Hmong students. Not insignificantly, the practice of referring Hmong students
to the ESL department confirmed the Hmong students’ suspicions that most
teachers are racist and uncaring. Significantly, boys were more likely than girls to
complain about their teachers and I would suggest that this was because teachers
were more critical of Hmong boys, often stereotyping them as dangerous gang
members.

The school’s largely Eurocentric curriculum also alienated second-generation
Hmong students. In interviews, students regularly asserted that they wanted to
learn about Hmong culture and history. That is, students were asking for a
culturally relevant pedagogy that reflected their experiences (Ladson-Billings,
1995). One second-generation Hmong student reported that she had tried to
talk to teachers about starting a Hmong language class, but was told that there
would not be enough interest. When I asked her what she thought about the
school’s response she noted that she knew that she and her friends would
take the class. She commented that she would much rather take a Hmong
language class than the French class that she is currently enrolled in because
“Hmong is my culture.” This girl and most second-generation Hmong youth had
been dominant Hmong speakers when they entered kindergarten, but were now
dominate English speakers. Because they were no longer fluent Hmong speakers
many had difficulties communicating with their parents. It is important to point
out, however, that while they spoke fluent English many second-generation youth
still struggled with academic English. These second-generation Hmong students
are the victims of a subtractive process of education that strips them of crucial
cultural resources thereby making them more susceptible to academic failure
(Valenzuela, 1999).

While teachers at the high school seemed to assume that Hip Hop culture
and Americanization were to blame for the growing academic troubles faced by
second-generation Hmong youth, my research suggests Hmong youth embrace
Hip Hop culture as a response to the problems they faced at school and in the
larger society. Second-generation Hmong students understood they faced racial
and class barriers at school and in the larger society, but they did not know
how to constructively confront these barriers. For some Hmong youth, Hip Hop
culture became a form of resistance to race and class exclusion they experienced
as low-income youth of color. Significantly, second-generation youth recognized
that Hip Hop style was interpreted in racialized terms, and was associated with
African Americans. While they did not socialize with African American students
and certainly did not identify themselves as Black, they did relate to what they
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perceived to be the oppositional nature of Hip Hop culture. In summary, my
argument is that the embrace of an oppositional style is not the problem, but
the symptom of the problem. A growing number of second-generation Hmong
youth in my study were attempting to articulate a critique of the schooling they
were offered.

10.3. Parental Involvement & Social Capital

In my study, Hmong American students were disadvantaged by a school culture
that expected and responded to a certain type of parental involvement. As in many
schools across the United States, teachers defined involved parents as those who
are involved in the day-to-day activities of their children’s educations, including
their academic learning. Research on immigrant communities, however, reveals
that Hmong parents have culturally different ideas about appropriate involvement
in their children’s education. In her research on parent-teacher relationships at
a Hmong charter school, for example, Adler (2004) found that when Hmong
parents came to conferences they were primarily concerned with their children’s
behavior, not their academic performance. When I asked Hmong students about
their parents’ involvement in their education, I learned that most parents simply
told their children to go to school and stay out of trouble.

Hmong parents lack educational backgrounds and English language skills to
participate in the school or to help their children with homework. As in many
low-income immigrant and refugee families, parents relied on their children
to serve as interpreters and translators. Several Hmong students explained that
they used to sign their own report cards because their parents couldn’t read
them. Furthermore, Hmong parents lacked the social capital that would have
allowed them to negotiate the system. That is, they did not belong to social
networks that can provide them with the necessary information regarding how
school works and how to advocate for their children. It is important to point
out that in communities with larger and more established Hmong American
communities there are Hmong leaders who have been successful in advocating for
Hmong students. As noted earlier, the Hmong charter schools were established
in response to Hmong communities.

Like their parents, Hmong American students in my study lacked important
information regarding how to negotiate the school. Furthermore, they did not
belong to the social networks where they could gain information (Stanton-
Salazar, 1997). I found, for example, that Hmong students lacked the necessary
information regarding how to negotiate the choice-based de-tracking policy that
the school had instituted. Under a choice-based de-tracking system, differences
in class levels remain untouched, but students are allowed to choose which
classes they take. Although the principal suggested that this system would lead
to greater equity, I found that Hmong students lacked the knowledge to make
educated choices regarding course selection.
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Hmong students assumed that all English classes were the same, not recog-
nizing the differences between courses in Shakespeare and courses in popular
literature. Several students reported that they were taking vocational education
classes because they assumed that colleges would like it if they had business
courses. Because second-generation Hmong students socialized almost exclu-
sively with other second-generation Hmong students they often ended up sharing
inaccurate information about course selection. In their examination of choice
based de-tracking, Yonezawa and Wells (2005) assert, “Choice-based detracking
asks students to move up the educational hierarchy yet ignores the fact that the
spaces low-and middle-track students occupy in tracked educational structures
and cultures contain within them powerful barriers and norms that make moving
up quite difficult” (47–48). My data confirms Yonezawa and Wells’ critique.
The Hmong American students in my study were disadvantaged by the school
culture and organization. Furthermore, they and their parents lack the knowledge
and the social capital to negotiate the educational system.

In short, many second-generation Hmong students are in danger of academic
underachievement. Long term experiences with racism and class inequality
appear to be taking a toll on second-generation Hmong students, particularly
boys and young men. The second-generation Hmong students in my study face
a Eurocentric curriculum and teachers who know little about Hmong students.
With the growing Hmong population, cultural and structural barriers need to be
addressed for future Hmong newcomers and American-born Hmong students.

10.4. Conclusions and Recommendations

The educational experiences of Hmong American high school and college
students challenge simplistic understandings of Asian Americans as model
minorities. While a growing number of Hmong American students are doing well
in school and achieving middle class status, many second-generation Hmong
American students are struggling against cultural and structural barriers. In order
to uncover the diverse experiences of Asian American students, including Hmong
American students, educational policy makers must collect and pay attention to
disaggregated data. In the absence of disaggregated data and/or single group
studies, the concerns of smaller Asian American ethnic groups will be ignored.
My research suggests that we need to uncover the voices of various Asian
American groups. The following suggestions grow out of my research with
Hmong American students:

1. Provide teachers and educational policymakers with more education regarding
the diversity of Asian American populations.

2. Collect disaggregated data on Asian American populations.
3. Educate teachers and policymakers regarding the dangers inherent in the

model minority stereotype.
4. Recognize the way that gender, class and other issues may affect diversity

within ethnic groups.



10. Lee – The Truth and Myth of the Model Minority 183

5. Educate all teachers regarding the unique educational needs of second-
language students.

6. Work with teachers to create culturally relevant pedagogy and curriculum.
7. Build school – community collaborations where information can flow in two

directions.
8. Educate Hmong parents, and other low-income immigrant and refugee

parents, about their rights as parents and about expectations regarding
parental involvement.

9. Provide Hmong American students, and other students from low-income
immigrant and refugee backgrounds, access to information regarding how
to negotiate the U.S. educational system.

10. Provide students with constructive ways of resisting race and class inequality.
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11
Conclusion and Recommendations

Susan J. Paik

The national invitational conference included researchers, practitioners, and
policy makers from different disciplines who contributed to this chapter. The
conference was a way to bring together the experts on the three groups to provide
solutions to the problems and discuss the strengths of different communities.
Based on the papers and plenary sessions, work groups were formed to develop
consensual recommendations. Since much of the research discourse is often
focused on the differences among Latino, Black, and Asian groups, one of the
goals of the conference was also to discuss the similarities across the groups in
developing recommendations. While differences certainly exist in making such
comparisons, the hope was that a discussion of commonalities might provide
further understanding.

As the work groups collaborated on these issues, we expected discussion on
“this group versus that group.” However, a “collective” voice notably emerged as
the conferees focused the discussion on the needs of all minority children, partic-
ularly disadvantaged minority children. Examples were presented in discussing
specific groups, but most of the recommendations centered on the well-being and
capability of all students. Consequently, general recommendations were reported
from all groups at the end of the conference. While there were differences
on some issues among the three groups as specified in the prior chapters, the
conferees largely felt that all children can learn given supportive conditions in
their immediate environment. The commonalities across all groups were bridged
in the form of resources and support needed by all minority children to succeed
in school. The purpose of this chapter is to present those areas of consensus in
how minority children can best be served.

Although numerous recommendations came in a variety of forms, such as
being philosophical, practical, research and policy-oriented on all levels, much of
the discussion centered on understanding and providing for the needs of minority
students and their families. Due to the interdisciplinary perspectives of the book
and conference, the recommendations altogether represented a comprehensive,
integrated, holistic view. In short, most of the themes and recommendations
focus on their immediate environments – the family and school, and inevitably
examine the community contexts and resources for minority children.

185
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While many of the conference recommendations were largely agreed upon, there
werealsosomedifferingpoints,whichwerealso included in the list.Specific recom-
mendations and nuances regarding Latino, Black, and Asian students can be found
in each of the respective chapters and should be taken in context of the chapter.

This chapter first briefly summarizes the integrative themes of both the prior
chapter recommendations, as well as the consensual recommendations from the
conference. The chapter then provides a list of consensual recommendations
including examples from the conferees. And finally, it is important to note that
the recommendations in this chapter should not merely be confined to the list or
subtopic, but should be viewed as a starting point for developing and executing
plans to increase our understanding and support of minority students.

11.1. Integrative Themes

Rather than presenting three sets of recommendations in symmetry with each
section, the recommendations from the authors and conferees were carefully
reviewed and synthesized into the following seven major themes. The list
includes the building blocks, resources, and social capital needed to support
minority learning:

1) Systemic Change
2) Diversity Awareness
3) Research & Policy Action
4) School Factors
5) Family Involvement
6) Community Support
7) Social Networks

Systemic Change. As noted in Chapter 1, we must adopt the belief of Rosa
Parks that all children can learn and achieve. In building a foundation, the
conferees agreed that this belief is the basic building block for change to occur
and must be adopted by all stakeholders.

Research consistently tells us that real change must be systemic on all levels—
across and within institutions, whether it is in the home, school, community,
state, and/or national levels. Practice and policy must go hand in hand as national
efforts are important in sustaining local efforts. Given the needs of disadvantaged
minority children, economic and political support would also greatly benefit
those in low SES communities as found in the research by Ron Taylor (Ch. 3).
Delgado-Gaitan (Ch. 2) also informs us that effective change must involve
“commitment, communication, collaboration and continuity.” We echo this on
all levels. In addition, we must go beyond the “One size fits all” model in
working with the specific needs of minority communities.

Diversity Awareness. Given the ethnic composition of our schools, diversity of
individuals and communities should be considered more than ever. The chapters
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in the book remind us about the richness and diversity among and within cultural
groups represented in the classroom. The chapters discuss the variations and
subgroups of Latino, Black, and Asian communities. Consequently, one of the
resounding themes and recommendations focuses on the importance of better
understanding Latino, Black, and Asian students. As a result, stakeholders need
to be educated at all levels.

Teachers, school officials, and policymakers need to be continually educated
about the larger social context of families, such as students’ backgrounds, ethnic
diversity, SES differences, gender issues within the cultural context, educational
needs of second language learners, and other contextual factors. The research by
Lee (Ch. 10) reminds us to consider the bigger picture of economic, racial, and
cultural barriers of minority groups. Recommendations from this section include
diversity awareness in the form of courses in teacher training or professional
development in the schools.

Schools should also provide safe, learning environments to support racially
bias-free environments for all students. Rong and Brown (Ch. 6) emphasize
the importance of respecting the wide range of identities and cultural compe-
tencies of students (immigrant and non-immigrant alike). Many of the chapters
encourage school officials to recognize that racial and ethnic identity can make a
difference for individual development and educational attainment. Furthermore,
schools should also foster and exchange healthy cultural interactions and address
issues of racism. Recommendations include creating supportive environments
such as incorporating culturally relevant pedagogy and curriculum, projects, and
events that value students’ diverse backgrounds.

Research and Policy Action. Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners
consistently tell us that good research is needed to understand the alterable factors
that promote achievement and well-being on the three groups. Disciplined inquiry
on all three groups should incorporate data-driven implications for real change
and policy action. Given NCLB’s accountability to report separate achievement
scores, recommendations also include disaggregating data to understand within
group differences.

School Factors. Poor minority children often attend poor schools. These
communities tend to lack resources and face many challenges. Recent research
has shown, however, that some high poverty schools can be high achieving
schools. The Center for Public Education (2005) reviewed 17 studies based on
their rigor and relevancy including the well-known study by Education Trust
(Jerald, 2001) that analyzed over 4500 high-poverty-high-achieving schools in
47 states and the District of Columbia. Similar to the recommendations from
the authors and conferees, the review found ten common features of these high
achieving schools:

• A culture of high expectations and caring for the students
• A safe and disciplined environment
• A principal who is a strong instructional leader
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• Hard-working, committed, and able teachers
• A curriculum focused on academic achievement that emphasizes basic skills

in math and literacy (based on local/state standards)
• Increased instructional time
• On-going, diagnostic assessment (built-in accountability systems)
• Parents as partners in learning
• Professional development to improve student achievement
• Collaboration among teachers and staff

Research has shown that even poor schools can achieve given supportive
environments also confirmed by the work of Thompson (Ch. 9) and Waxman,
Padrón, and Andrés (Ch. 8). Describing effective factors that promote learning
environments, they both agree that change must also be systemic.

Family Involvement. While school factors are obviously important, we agree
with Thompson that the voices of minority parents and students must also be
heard. Waxman, Padrón, and Andrés also add, “If we only focus on school
factors and we ignore the importance of family and community influences, we
will clearly fail in our endeavors.” We begin this section with parents as they
are the first teachers to their children.

“Parents as partners in learning” is one of the common features included in the
list above that make high achieving schools. In 2000, the National Goals empha-
sized that “every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental
involvement and participation� � �” More recently, NCLB defined parent partic-
ipation as “regular, two-way, and meaningful communication.” Parent partici-
pation and involvement is still largely an untapped resource in the schools, where
communication must be fostered and increased from both parties.

Although research has consistently reported that parenting practices make a
difference for student success as confirmed by the prior chapters, many parents
may be too busy or unaware of such practices. Often, these parents do not know
how to navigate the school system or are unaware of helpful social services.
Helping parents to understand how to navigate the system will be critical to all
other forms of parent involvement and partnership. Parent participation in the
schools may reinforce some of these practices in the home. Some studies even
show that there is an increase in parental self-esteem, as well as in emotional
adjustment and achievement for students.

Collaborative efforts must involve understanding the culture of the home
and ethnic community. Pang (Ch. 4) informs us of the diversity even within
cultures and emphasizes the importance of involving parents in school activ-
ities, committees, and the classroom. She adds further that providing interpreters,
English and other classes to get parents more involved, and disseminating a school
newsletter in different languages will increase communication between families
and schools. Further recommendations include workshops, events, and programs
for parents to collaborate, as well as be informed about their child’s education.

Community Support. Community support is critical for families and schools.
Further insight into the ethnic community may also provide understanding of
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minority students. Similar to Taylor’s perspective that one must look at the
larger social context of the family, Zhou (Ch. 7) presents specific case studies
to remind us to “look beyond the family into the social structures of the ethnic
community”. Taking into consideration other issues, she informs the reader that
family and community resources can make a difference for student success.
Like parent involvement, community resources are also an untapped resource
for many families and schools. Locating and developing important services in
communities are particularly important to low SES families.

Recommendations include locating services and programs for students and
families. Delgado-Gaitan (Ch. 2) describes family-school-community partner-
ships and its role in building the community. Waxman, Padrón, and Andrés
(Ch. 8), and Ream and Stanton-Salazar (Ch. 5) also describe effective programs
in working with some minority groups. Examples of effective programs are
suggested in their chapters.

Social Networks. As John Donne, the famous philosopher once stated, “Man is
not an island, entirely unto himself”. Likewise, a student, parent, teacher, principal,
researcher, policymaker are part of an embedded system. Each person has a
role to fulfill in this system and must work in concert with other parts of the system.

Ream and Stanton-Salazar inform us that effective programs must be built on
a social paradigm. It is through social relationships that disadvantaged students
can benefit greatly. Their work on the mobility/social capital dynamic inform us
of the importance of stable relationships that help “root” students into a social
system. Most important and most relevant to all the factors presented in this
chapter, this recommendation has powerful implications for students as they
develop healthy social networks in the larger community. These relationships
include peers, parents, teachers, counselors, schools, programs, and communities.
Effective training and knowledge of communities are also needed to know how to
utilize resources. Effective families, schools, communities, and programs require
“commitment, communication, continuity, and collaboration” on all levels.

11.2. National Invitational Conference:
Consensual Recommendations and Next Steps

The following themes emerged from the notes that were shared orally at the
end of the conference. For the purpose of clarity and accessibility, we consol-
idated repetitive recommendations within a category, reorganized the material,
developed subcategories, and provided examples in bullet-points. Some points
were included more than once on different topics. The preliminary list provides
recommendations and next steps for research, policy, and practice.

11.2.1. Research
1. Conduct rigorous empirical research on improving and understanding

minority learning.
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For example:

• Continue research and discussion on the various challenges in separate
communities

• Research educational programs and their true effectiveness
• Research the effects of teaching/teacher education and how it can best be

measured

2. Create more effective links between researchers and practitioners. Practi-
tioners can exchange information and actively engage in dialogue with
researchers.

3. Develop connections with universities to conduct on-site research in schools
and districts.

11.2.2. Policy

1. Seek opportunities to effectively communicate with and involve all stake-
holders.
For example:

• States should provide opportunities for parents and other stakeholders to
participate in focus groups regarding proposed education legislation

• Include educators on policymaking teams
• Communicate with district leadership to discuss policy, hiring practices,

teacher preparation

2. Evaluate the impact of all policies and programs to address needs.
For example:

• Align curriculum and tests with state standards
• Address the basic health needs of students in underserved communities and

school districts
• Provide equity in funding
• Address teacher retention/student mobility issues

3. School officials should use data for educational evaluation and development
of new policies and practices.

11.2.3. Practice

Supportive environments are critical to all stakeholders, especially students. The
recommendations are organized by (1) social networks, (2) students, (3) parents
and families, (4) teachers and administrators, (5) professional development, and
(6) curriculum/tests/data.
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Social Networks and Partnerships
1. Build coalitions to bring families, schools, and communities together.

For example:

• Develop family-school partnerships and other collaborative links
• Develop parent/community liaisons, especially in low SES schools
• Create clear goals, tasks, and positions for those involved

2. Create effective community-based programs in the schools (school-to-
community/school-to-school).

3. Determine ways to connect students to the school community to build student
attachment to school.

Students in the Classroom
4. Provide academic, social, and emotional support to students on an

individual basis.
For example:

• Align curriculum and tests with state standards
• Address the basic health needs of students
• Teach social skills/role playing as a means to student success
• Identify what students know and can do and integrate findings into school

programs

5. Provide a safe and healthy learning environment for students.
For example:

• Have students complete “school environment” survey (including class-
rooms)

• Interview students for a better understanding

Parents and Families
6. Build leadership capacity systematically to engage parents and facilitate

communication between parents and schools.
7. Eliminate barriers (e.g., language, etc.) to parental engagement.

For example:

• Disseminate pertinent information to parents, particularly low-income
immigrants, in native languages, to foster continuous communication
between parents and schools.

• Develop programs to involve parents in the schools, including programs
that teach parents to navigate the school environment effectively.
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Teachers and School Administrators
8. Educators should feel and be encouraged to feel a sense of ownership of the

work of monitoring policy and procedures that affect student achievement.
9. Address teacher retention/student mobility issues.

10. Give teachers and administrators the authority to make decisions regarding
students.

Professional Development/Diversity Awareness
11. Provide cultural training for teachers to understand the cultural backgrounds

of their students and how culture influences the teaching–learning process
(should be addressed in teacher education and continuing teacher education
programs, including alternative teacher/administrator education programs).
For example:

• Use culturally competent/responsive coaches (coaches’ individual recom-
mendations can be included in student improvement plans)

• Extend “other cultural” requirements to all teachers and students
• Teachers should undergo pre-service training, job-embedded development

(possibly by other teachers) to identify their own biases and learn how to
overcome them so they may best serve all of their students.

12. Provide thorough and systematic professional development for teachers,
addressing issues relevant to diverse student populations and poor quality
teacher preparation programs.

13. Determine how staff development meetings can be used more effectively.
For example:

• Transfer research to practice and disseminate information to parents,
community organizations, places of worship, work places, etc.

• Use videotapes of good practice
• Develop professional learning teams

Curriculum/Tests/Data
14. Align curriculum and tests with state standards.
15. Educators and administrators must take testing seriously.
16. Move beyond single measure test and allow for multiple assessments of

achievement.
17. School officials should use data for educational evaluation and development

of new policies and practices.

11.3. Conclusion

In closing, the last of the consensual recommendations are as follows:

1. Change belief systems: all stakeholders—teachers, administrators, support
staff, parents, and community leaders must believe that all children can learn.
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2. Remember that we live in an age of globalized economy—the education our
students receive must keep pace with students around the world.

3. Engage in conversations about the purpose of schooling—how that translates
into policy and practice; are all stakeholders on the same page?

This volume discusses the challenges and strengths of Latino, Black, and Asian
students, and provides strategies for educational policy, practice, and research.
As minority populations continue to grow in the United States, it is important to
understand culturally diverse students and their families in order to support their
schooling experiences. Since families and schools are the two most important
institutions to children, enhancing their involvement is critical to individual
development and school success. Research has shown that early and continuous
efforts make for large differences in student learning and achievement. Collab-
orative efforts are needed in order to support the three most visible minority
groups in the U.S. Educational problems will undoubtedly persist and concerns
will continue to grow given the dismal statistics on achievement, retention, and
enrollment. Educating all students well is not only an important endeavor for all
stakeholders, but a national call that demands our best efforts.
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