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ABSTRACT 

10 

This dissertation reports the findings of a case study on the role of cultural factors 

affecting the academic achievement of Vietnamese immigrant students. The study 

involves six adolescents from three recent Vietnamese immigrant families; the students' 

school performance is mixed; some do well in school, others do not do as well. The 

study focuses on how cultural values or factors, especially a strong and unrelenting 

Vietnamese emphasis on education, combine with opportunities and restrictions in the 

local envirormient, the context of reception, to affect the students' achievement. 

The findings indicate that the Vietnamese immigrant success is not dependent 

on the parents' human capital, their socioeconomic standing, or their level of education 

in Vietnam, the usual predictors of school achievement. Instead, the main factors are 

the clear and unambiguous influence of family life and basic cultural values 

emphasizing school achievement, although these factors always interact with particular 

family and community conditions. Educators need to recognize the potential of the 

family and culture in promoting and producing educational achievement in Vietnamese 

children. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The goal of this study is to investigate the role of cultural factors affecting the 

academic achievement of Vietnamese immigrant students. I seek to understand how 

culture intervenes in learning, including how family lifestyle and the values and 

expectations the Vietnamese brought with them to the U.S. affect their learning, and in 

which ways the opportunities and restrictions encountered in this country affect their 

achievement. 

In general, I define those who leave their countries voluntarily because of social 

and economic reasons as "immigrants," and those who flee to another country for safety 

as "refugees." These two groups differ in significantly important ways. Vietnamese 

refiigees tend to be older, have higher levels of education and more job-related skills than 

Vietnamese immigrants, who are younger, healthier, and have more flexibility to adapt to 

the new society. In addition, children of Vietnamese refugees are generally older than 

immigrant children, and are thus more likely to be tied to their culture than those of 

immigrants. 

Immigrants and refugees, however, also share a number of common 

characteristics. Immigrants are motivated by the opportunity for social mobility, by 

dreams for a better future for their children, and by the spirit of adventure; whereas, 

refugees escape political, religious, and ethnic persecution. However, both these groups 

have a highly fractured journey and a "phase-specific process that results in 

psychosocially complex patterns of family fragmentation and reunification" (Suarez-
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Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001, p. 6). Their children may be sent ahead to the United 

States while the rest of the family prepares for leaving, or left behind in the home country 

in the care of grandparents or relatives. 

Large-scale immigration is one of the most important social developments of our 

time. Immigrant children, who make up 20% of all youth in the United States (Suarez-

Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001), have become an integral part of the American fabric. 

Some do extremely well in their new country. According to Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-

Orozco (2001), immigrant children are healthier, work harder in school, and have more 

positive social attitudes than their nonimmigrant peers. Every year, the children of 

immigrants are overrepresented as high school valedictorians and receive prestigious 

science awards. There are increasingly high numbers admitted to the most competitive 

elite universities. In general, immigrant children arrive with high aspirations and 

extremely positive attitudes toward education. 

Zhou and Bankston (1998) found that social capital, in which participants are 

tightly integrated into a group with definite shared goals, exists in the social relations 

found in the Vietnamese community. Vietnamese immigrant children are formed by 

these social relations. The shared goals are generated by linking traditional Vietnamese 

cultural values to the immigrant goal of upward mobility. The level of social integration 

and the nature of shared goals within this social system strongly affect how members 

respond to whatever opportunities they find in the larger society. Also, a strong emphasis 

on educational opportunities for their children, a culture highly valuing education, and the 

immigrant family's expectations coordinate closely with a relatively neutral or favorable 



13 

context of reception to stimulate rapid mobility into the middle class. Consequently, 

although of modest economic means, these families possess the necessary wherewithal to 

support an advanced education for their children. I will explore some of these issues in 

the present work. 

We need, however, to also be aware of the plight of immigrant children who are 

enrolling in violent and overcrowded inner-city schools. In these schools they face 

overwhelmed teachers, high segregation by race and class, limited and outdated 

resources, and decaying infrastructures. Many of them are dropping out of school. A 

recent large scale National Research Council study found that 

The longer that immigrant youth remain in the United States, the poorer their 
overall physical and psychological health. Furthermore, the more Americanized 
they became, the more likely they were to engage in risky behaviors such as 
substance abuse, unprotected sex, and delinquency. (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-
Orozco, 2001, pp. 4-5) 

According to Zhou and Bankston (1998), in a disruptive urban envirormient of 

fragmented hopes and shrinking opportunities, younger members of native-bom 

minorities have become increasingly skeptical about school achievement, which may lead 

to downward mobility. Furthermore, they add, there is a strong anti-intellectual streak in 

American youth culture at all socioeconomic levels that results in widespread rejection of 

academic achievement in minority students who tend to identify teachers and school 

administrators with oppressive authority. When their hopes to enter into the middle class 

are narrowed, they rebel against learning. 

In the present study, through the development of a case study with six students 

from three Vietnamese families, I propose to investigate the role of cultural factors 
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affecting their academic achievement and how these factors help produce either the 

success or failure of these Vietnamese immigrant students. In particular, I will adopt a 

conceptual model borrowed from the work of Portes and Rumbaut (2001), which they 

refer to as segmented assimilation. In brief, the model represents a revision of the 

traditional model of immigrant assimilation, usually depicted as an uniform and relatively 

straightforward path toward Americanization, characterized by the intergenerational loss 

of the home language and culture, and the subsequent successful adaptation to the host 

country. In contrast, the segmented assimilation model claims that immigrant adaptation 

or incorporation may vary greatly because it depends on a host of interacting factors, 

such as the success of the generation that preceded them, the skills the immigrants 

possess, usually referred to as "human capital," the context of reception, whether 

favorable or hostile to their particular ethnic group, and the role played by family and 

compatriots in facilitating adaptation. The details of this model will be elaborated in the 

review of the literature. I will also review a host of related studies specific to the 

Vietnamese immigrant experience. 

The present study was also motivated by shared personal and cultural factors in 

that I am also a Vietnamese immigrant and familiar with the story of displacement. In 

terms of such displacement, refugees and immigrants share significant characteristics in 

their adaptation, ways of lives, and the ways in which they implement their cultural 

values in the new environment (see Appendix A and Appendix B). 
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After a traumatic journey to the United States, Vietnamese immigrants were 

distributed across the country to places that varied in physical geography and basic 

demographics (see Appendix C). What attracted me to choose them for my study, in 

addition to sharing their history and culture, was that their progress in the new society 

was more rapid than expected. Most of them were quickly moving out of economic 

dependency by finding jobs and climbing out of poverty at a steady pace. Their children 

also did well in schools. Several reports in the media showed children of refugees 

excelling in schools. In this study I will unravel the reasons for their academic 

achievements and will relate them to the real life circumstances, drawing from the case 

study data. 

The story of Vietnamese school achievement, however, is not unusual. In a 

longitudinal study by Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore (1991) involving Vietnamese, 

Chinese Vietnamese, and Lao, the authors began to take note of news articles reporting 

the extraordinary academic accomplishments of the refugees' children. "Although Asian 

scholastic achievement is almost taken for granted in the United States, it was not 

expected to occur among these particular Asian children, at least not so soon" (p. 4). 

Since their education was interrupted for several years when they were in refugee camps 

before they came to America, most of them were limited speaking of English. The vast 

majority came from homes where no one knew any English, and most of the parents did 

not have formal schooling. In addition, they settled in low-income areas where schools 

were definitely not the best, and the environment was not favorable to their educational 

development. 
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Yet the media reported: 

Some major achievements by students who had arrived from Indochina, with little 
English, only a few years earlier. Chi Luu was valedictorian of the City 
University of New York with straight A's in electrical engineering. Anh Tuan 
Nguyen-Huynh was one of the five top wirmers of the Westinghouse Science 
Award. Hoang Nhu Tran was valedictorian at the Air Force Academy and a 
Rhodes Scholar. Jean Nguyen and Hung Vu both graduated from West Point with 
excellent class standing. (Caplan, Choy, & Whitmore, 1991, pp. 4-5) 

Recently, in a local case, a student named Tuan Vo was a straight A's student and 

became valedictorian at Catalina High School in Tucson in school year 2001-02. 

Most recently, in October 10, 2003, the French Minister of Education, Mr. Luc 

Ferry informed the media that the French Prime Minister, Mr. Jean Pierre Raffarin, 

conferred the order of education "Chevalier dans I'ordre des Palmes Academiques" to the 

Vietnamese professor, Nguyen Phu Thu. This demonstrates a broad performance rating, 

not merely the exceptional work of a brilliant few. Those examples intrigued me to 

investigate which factors affected the academic achievement of Vietnamese students in 

Tucson. 

On April 30, 1983, the New York Times carried a front-page item with the 

headline "Mexican Food Trips Asian Refugee in Spelling Bee." This story was about 

Linn Yann, a 12-year-old Cambodian who had been in the United States for four years, 

who had no English upon arrival, and was tripped on her way to a National Spelling Bee 

championship because she misspelled the word enchilada. This item drew special 

attention not only because she was exposed to the English environment within a limited 

time and accomplished a remarkable task but also she may have been unfairly eliminated 

because enchilada is not an English word. Lirm had never heard that word before. She 
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spelled phonetically in accordance with the pronunciation of the presenter who allegedly 

mispronounced the word. After all, she stated "I do not eat Mexican food. Maybe that 

was the problem. I am going to study harder for next year's Spelling Bee and win." As 

reported in the article, Linn was not substantially different from that of many in our 

sample. After her father was killed by the Khmer Rouge, Linn, her mother, and five 

brothers and sisters walked almost 100 miles during the day and hid at night. They were 

all sick and malnourished when they arrived at a refugee camp in Thailand. As a result of 

the Spelling Bee, she received a phone call from President Ronald Reagan to praise her 

for doing well after such a short time in the United States. 

The study from Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore (1991) also shows that Southeast 

Asian students, despite their dislocation, lack of material possessions, limited English, 

and unfamiliarity with Western ways, are adjusting well in American society. Their 

parents are moving out of economic dependency, finding jobs, and climbing out of 

poverty at a steady pace. At the same time their children are making progress that is 

often startling and extraordinary. This is a broad performance rating, not merely the 

exceptional work of a few talents, even when they suffered the loss of much schooling 

while they were in refugee camps. These children are performing in American schools, 

particularly in mathematics and spelling, at an unexpected level in spite of the short given 

time and the trauma of their flight from Indochina. 

Their successes soon after their arrival, and while they attended an under-funded 

school system raise two questions. How? and Why? These questions are important 

because education is a major concern of the public, a political issue, and at the very core 
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of long-term material and social well-being in this society. These immigrant children's 

extraordinary success drives me to focus my attention on their scholastic achievement. 

Another look at Vietnamese children from Zhou (1998) revealed that: 

Among today's second generation, Vietnamese children are the newest of the 
new. As of 1990, 79 percent of all Vietnamese children could be classified as 
members of the second generation, having either been bom in the United States or 
arrived here prior to the age of 5. (p. 4) 

In contrast to earlier arrivals, their families' situation has even more problems 

because they arrived under circumstances quite different from their counterparts. Their 

parents were pushed out of their homeland without adequate preparation and knew 

nothing about their final destination. Most of them possessed little assets, formal 

education, skills, English language proficiency, or familiarity with the ways of an 

advanced society. No ethnic community was ready to greet the early refugees or to help 

out. Only the government, working in partnership with individuals or institutional 

sponsors, decided where the Vietnamese would resettle. Consequently, many of them 

found themselves involuntarily dispersed, pushed into urban or suburban areas that were 

often deteriorated regions where the residents were poor and the schools were inadequate. 

In those circumstances, parents, of course, had few of the economic resources to 

help their children do well in school. Moreover, the environment did not facilitate their 

schooling. When neighborhoods are poor, surrounded by violence and drugs, the local 

schools do not function well. Adding to that difficulty, refugee children received 

conflicting signals, hearing from parents that they should achieve in school while 

learning a different lesson on the street of rebellion against authority and rejection of 

achievement. These tremendous difficulties halted their academic progress, but a number 
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of them overcame the obstacles and now do well in schools. These factors prompted 

Zhou (1998) to report: "We were especially interested in examining what gives 

Vietnamese children, whose families lack measurable human capital and economic 

resources and are trapped in poor neighborhoods, a competitive advantage to upward 

social mobility" (p. 18). 

Conventional theories assume that family socioeconomic conditions shape the 

immediate environment for achievement because they determines the types of 

neighborhood in which children live, the quality of school they attend, and the group of 

peers with whom they associate. Children of poorly educated and unskilled parents often 

do grow up in underprivileged neighborhoods with poor schools, experiencing violence, 

drugs, and a disruptive social envirormient, which hinders children's achievement. 

James S. Coleman (1988), the sociologist, reported that children did better if they 

attended schools where peers come from high socioeconomic backgrounds. Obviously, 

children who live in poor inner-city neighborhoods confront social environments 

different from those who live in affluent suburban neighborhoods. These children suffer 

from the unequal distribution of educational resources, which seriously curtails their 

chances in life. 

But this is not always the case. Most of Vietnamese American students live in 

poor families and in disadvantaged neighborhoods, but many of them still do well in 

schools. How can we explain this particular phenomenon? The explanation from Ogbu 

(1991) may apply to these students. He attributed varying outcomes to the social status 

of groups in the receiving society. He distinguished between immigrant minorities 
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whose arrival in the United States is by choice, and castelike minorities whose arrival is 

forced or whose disadvantaged social status is imposed. As Zhou (1998) explains it, he 

reasoned that 

Group members of racial minorities can either accept an inferior caste status and a 
sense of basic inferiority as part of their collective self-definition, or they can 
create a positive view of their heritage on the basic of cultural and racial 
distinction, thereby establishing a sense of collective dignity. This choice is 
available to both immigrant minorities and castelike minorities; the difference in 
the direction taken, Ogbu (1974) found, lay in the advantageous or 
disadvantageous aspects of racial or group identity, (p. 8) 

He exemplified, in his research on Chinese American students in Oakland, California, 

that even when having cultural and language differences and relatively low economic 

status, these students had grade point averages that ranged from 3.0 to 4.0. He attributed 

their academic success to the integration of family and community, which placed high 

value on education and held positive attitudes toward public schools. 

A typical anecdote goes as follows: on May 1, 1988, the Sunday Oklahoman 

interviewed Dr. Thuong Nguyen, who told of his family practice of locking the television 

inside a plywood box, so that his children would not be distracted from studying. 

The telephone, television, and all other distractions were off limits during the 
study periods. Even so, he indicated that he was not satisfied with his daughter 
Thuy's graduation standing at her high school. With a 4.27 point on an 
accelerated 5 point standard and with recognition of her achievements by being 
honored as salutatorian of her graduating class at Northwest High School, Thuy 
has excelled by all American standards. Her father's perspective is a bit different: 
She should be better. (Rudledge, 1992, p. 92) 

Vietnamese refugee children generally do well in American schools in 

circumstances where many of them speak no, or very limited English upon arrival. Their 

achievements are sometimes phenomenal. They revealed the reasons of their successes 
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as follows: First, they have to do well in order to be admitted to good universities. 

Second, they want to have a good job to get out their poverty and take care of their 

parents someday. Third, the only way to get ahead is to compete with other students to 

get good grades. And finally, their success allows their parents to be viewed respectfully 

in the community. 

The trip to the United States of many such children had numerous hardships and 

the adjustment to the new society was tremendously difficult. Quietly and methodically, 

Vietnamese are begirming to make a mark on American society that is well beyond the 

boundaries of their local communities. For example at the national level, in 2001, 

President Bush appointed Professor Viet Dinh to his administration as Assistant Secretary 

of the Justice Department. This young man was a "boat person" who risked his life to 

cross the Pacific Ocean in a leaking vessel along with his parents and siblings. He came 

to this country when he was 13 and struggled learning English. Finally, he made it as a 

professor at Georgetown University even though he used to live in a disadvantaged 

neighborhood when he was attending school in California. 

In Orange County, southern California, in what was called "The Capital of 

Vietnamese Refugees," Vietnamese entrepreneurs built eight huge shopping centers for 

the refugee community in which there were abundant ethnic fruits, vegetables, goods, 

seafood, groceries, clothing; whatever was available in Vietnam, was there. Ethnic gift 

shops, restaurants, tailors shops, beauty salons, as well as medical groups, lawyer firms, 

musical bands, newspapers, and magazines of Vietnamese graced the community. One 

Vietnamese Food Company named Pho Hoa has several franchises in many states in 
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America. It needs to be said that Pho (Vietnamese beef noodle soup) is a famous dish 

that attracted President CUnton when he visited Vietnam in August, 2000. According to 

the British Broadcasting Company in a broadcast in July, 2002, Pho was nationally and 

internationally recognized. Ail of these contribute to the economy of America. No 

doubt, the first Vietnamese arrivals spent years on welfare rolls and in the public 

assistance corridor. Now, 27 years later, in the aftermath of the terrorists striking New 

York City on September 11th, 2001, one Vietnamese entrepreneur, Tran Dinh Truong 

donated two million dollars, others participated in blood donations, and a number of 

organizations collected money for the victims of terrorism as a way to thank Americans 

who were generous to us when we first arrived in this country. 

A study from sociologists Rumbaut and Ima (1988) found that 

In overall grade point averages, Asian-American students in San Diego from 
almost every Asian-American ethnic group outscored their Caucasian 
counterparts. The higher averages are interpreted by some groups to mean that 
Vietnamese students are brighter than Americans in the sciences and math. (p. 77) 

But it is erroneous to label Asian-Americans generally, and Vietnamese specifically, as 

smarter than American students, which may cause resentment and racism among student 

populations. 

A few studies found significant differences among immigrant groups of different 

regions/countries. A major distinction has been made between Asians and other groups 

of immigrants, as Kao and Tienda (1995) stated: 
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Net of immigrant status, student and parental characteristics, Asians earned grades 
similar to their white counterparts. This finding qualifies prior comparisons 
indicating that Asians outperform whites. Consistent with other studies, black 
and Hispanic youth earned grades below those achieved by whites. However, and 
possibly because of difficulties with English, all minority groups achieved lower 
reading scores than their white counterparts. Black and Hispanic youth also 
earned lower math test scores. Despite the low performance of minorities relative 
to whites, their educational aspirations are equivalent to or higher than whites 
from comparable family backgrounds, (p. 9) 

Figure 1 shows that in Arizona, Asian-American students performed as well as 

their White counterparts in data from 2002 and 2003, and they performed better than the 

other ethnic groups. These ACT scores support Kao and Tienda's (1995) findings that 

Black and Hispanic youth earned grades below Asian and White students. 

Table 1, from Tucson Unified School District (2003-2004), also presents data 

generally consistent with the above claims. It illustrates that in reading, Asian-American 

students and White/Anglo students obtain roughly equivalent scores, but in math Asian 

students outperform Whites, and they scored much lower than Whites in writing. 

It should be mentioned that length of residency in the United States is often 

associated with declining health, school achievement, and aspirations e.g., according to 

several scholars from different disciplines. Furthermore, the more Americanized 

immigrants become, the more likely they engage in risky behaviors such as substance 

abuse, gang, and unprotected sex. Ethnic or racial status influences indirectly the 

academic achievement of immigrant children also. William Julius Wilson (1978) 

mentioned that contemporary racial inequality became largely a matter of social class, 

and stressed the minority status systematically limits access to social resources such as 
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Average ACT Composite Scores by Race/Ethnic Group 

Hispanic 

Asian-American 

IWexican-American 

White 

American Indian 

H 1 -1 r- —1 

0 5 10 15 20 25 

Percentage 

Figure 1. Average ACT scores by race/ethnic group {Arizona Daily Star, December 17, 

2003). 



Table 1 

2003-04 Stanford 9 NCES (with Gender & Ethnic Breakdowns) (Tucson Unified School District, Intranet, 2004) 

Location: District Total 

Reading Total 

Reading 
Vocabulary 

Reading 
Comprehensi 
on 

Language 
Total 

Language: 
Prewriting 

Language: 
Composing 

Language; 
Editing 

F 

NCE 52.1 

N 837 

NCE 49.9 

N 853 

NCE 54.0 

N 847 

NCE 52.7 

N 832 

NCE 49.6 

N 831 

NCE 55.0 

N 832 

NCE 53.6 

White/ 
Anglo 

M Total 

50.0 51.0 

882 1719 

50.2 50.0 

900 1753 

50.1 52.0 

907 1754 

47.3 49.9 

886 1718 

45.7 47.6 

886 1717 

50.9 52.9 

884 1716 

47.9 50.6 

African 
Amer. 

F M Total 

38.9 37.4 38.2 

147 131 278 

38.3 39.0 38.6 

150 134 284 

40.9 37.9 39.5 

154 135 289 

41.7 35.6 38.8 

144 131 275 

39.2 35.7 37.5 

143 131 274 

45.4 40.0 42.9 

144 131 275 

43.5 36.9 40.4 

Hispanic 

F M 

38.2 36.1 

819 800 

37.3 37.1 

834 818 

40.3 37.3 

847 828 

40.0 36.2 

818 808 

39.7 36.8 

818 808 

43.3 40.5 

818 805 

41.3 37.8 

Total 

37.2 

1619 

37.2 

1652 

38.8 

1675 

38.1 

1626 
38.2 

1626 

41.9 

1623 

39.5 

Native 
Amer. 

F M Total 

35.3 32.2 33.7 

63 71 134 

33.0 31.7 32.3 47.3 45.5 46.3 

65 71 136 53 68 121 

38.6 35.0 36.7 51.5 49.6 50.4 

Asian 
Amer. 

F IM Total 

49.5 47.7 48.5 

53 68 121 

67 73 140 

38.1 31.9 35.0 

69 70 139 

38.2 34.8 

69 70 

41.4 36.4 38.9 

69 69 138 

39.3 33.6 36.4 

36.5 

139 

54 69 123 

52.8 48.6 50.4 

53 67 120 

50.1 46.3 48.0 

53 67 120 

54.4 51.2 52.6 

53 67 120 

54.6 49.8 51.9 

Total 

F M Total 

44.5 42.7 43.6 

1919 1952 3871 

43.0 43.2 43.1 

1955 1991 3946 

46.5 43.4 45.0 

1969 2012 3981 

45.9 41.5 43.7 

1916 1962 3878 

44.2 41.0 42.6 

1914 1962 3876 

48.8 45.4 47.1 

1916 1956 3872 

47.1 42.6 44.8 

N 831 884 1715 144 131 275 816 804 1620 69 70 139 53 67 120 1913 1956 3869 
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opportunities for jobs, education, and housing; the result is that racial disparities in levels 

of income, educational attainment, and occupational persist. 

School performance therefore, may be related to race and ethnicity for cultural 

reasons and socioeconomic reasons as well. It is possible that the Vietnamese cultural 

tradition, such as respect for teachers, high value of education affect how young 

Vietnamese students respond to the American institution of public education. Ogbu 

(1991) has pointed out that immigrants frequently sought upward mobility; therefore, 

education is the uppermost goal of their life. 

A study of Keniston et al. (1977) revealed that race and ethnicity could entail 

serious disadvantages in the American public school system. The inequalities of race 

and class in American society carried into the American educational system where 

minority students often attended schools with poorer resources than those available in 

other schools may thus provide unequal opportunities on basis of race and class. So, they 

feel the normal paths of integration are blocked because of their race. These groups of 

students may be forced to use alternative survival strategies that enable them to cope with 

racial barriers by constructing identities in the form of conformity, more frequently, in 

the form of avoidance, willful rejection of whatever will validate the negative claims of 

the larger society. As a result, it may be a willful refusal to learn, not the failure to learn 

that affects the academic achievement of minority children. As a consequence, minority 

children who do well in school may be under the pressure of the oppositional youth 

subculture and, consequently, rejected by their peers as turnovers acting white, as Ogbu 

(1991) has emphasized. 
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Statements of the Objectives of the Study 

The goal of this study is to investigate the role of cultural factors affecting 

the academic achievement of Vietnamese immigrant students. I am trying to understand 

how culture intervenes in learning, including how family life-style and what the 

Vietnamese brought with them to the U.S. affect their learning, and in which ways the 

opportunities in this country affect their achievement. The following questions will serve 

as starting points of the investigation: 

1. What cultural values/ factors affect the achievement of Vietnamese 

immigrant/ refugee students in Tucson? If so, how? 

This first category reflects the cultural values and practice that are at the very 

heart of the immigrants/refugees' later successes. The shared cultural values and practice 

provide immigrants/ refugees means by which to utilize in their lives successfully in their 

early resettlement. The core of these values and practice is the highly value of education 

of which the child might have opportunities to move upward in this society. 

Parental human and social capital, included as several researchers have noted, in 

this part, effect children's educational outcomes (Pearlman, 1995; Fortes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Rumbaut & Fortes, 2001; Schultz, 1993). Children of parents who have high 

educational levels are more likely to do well in school than those whose parents have 

little formal schooling, because they are less likely to be able to help their children with 

homework, or advise them on school related matters. Social capital, defined as the ability 

to gain access to resources through participation in social networks, and the resource 
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from the family itself, such as economic advantages parents also potentially promote 

academic success. 

2. How do family life-style and values affect to the achievement of Vietnamese 

immigrant/ refugee students in Tucson schools? 

In this second category, I will reveal the roles of family in educational 

achievement. Especially, family cohesiveness that refers to the attitude and feeling 

toward family, such as family members spending free time together, feeling very close to 

each other, and supporting each other to facilitate the adaptation that involves value 

socialization and intergenerational relations. 

I will take a close look at family composition in which two-parent families double 

the scope of resources to guide and influence the acculturation of children. Although the 

presence of both biological parents does not guarantee successful outcome in every case, 

on the average, the intact family can have positive influence on children' achievement 

(Fortes & Rumbaut, 2001). Family stability enables children to grow up grounded 

psychologically in both the old and the new culture. 

The ways of acculturation also needs to be taken into account because the 

Vietnamese ethnic group from underprivileged background eventually abandon their old 

ways of life and adopt the mainstream culture. This is a process by which immigrant-

ethnic groups come to share a host culture and gain access to the opportunity of the host 

society. This process is inevitably and irreversibly toward cultural accommodation (Park, 

1928; Warner & Srole, 1945). This process often entails multiple dimensions with 

segmented outcomes (Portes & Rumbalt, 1993). 
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3. In which ways do the opportunities and restrictions in Tucson environment 

affect the achievement of Vietnamese immigrant/ refugee students? 

The third category includes opportimities and restrictions which the Vietnamese 

face. Along with cultural values and family life, opportunity is also an important 

component to help explain achievement. Contrarily, in the absence of opportunity, there 

is no way to establish the relationship between their attributes of achievement and the 

means of moving upward. 

As other researchers have emphasized (Caplan et al., 1991; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Rudledge, 1992). The context of reception, therefore, plays an important role in 

the adaptation and achievement of immigrants including governmental policies toward a 

particular immigrant group that can range from an open-arm welcome to some 

immigrants or the rejection others. In addition, local labor market conditions, what types 

of jobs may be available to a group, and the assistance from the co-ethnic community can 

provide immigrants access to a valuable resource such as cheap housing, jobs, and access 

to other serial services, and also provide psychological security for early-arriving 

immigrants. 

In the sections that follow, I will first review the history of Vietnamese immigrant 

to the U.S. I also scrutinize factors such as social and human capital, context of 

reception, and opportunities in this society, to learn how these factors impact Vietnamese 

immigrant students' educational achievement or failure and how they adapt to this 

country and in which ways. I will pay special attention on cultural and family 

characteristics of this group to analyze how they apply these characteristics in America. I 
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will then present the study's methodology, the analysis data, and present and discuss my 

findings. Finally, I will draw potential implications of my study. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Vietnamese Come to America 

Immigrant Stock 

The size of the foreign-born population in the U.S. has increased dramatically in 

the past 40 years. According to Fortes and Rumbaut (2001), from 1960 to 1990 the 

foreign-bom population almost doubled, from 9.7 million to 19.8 million, constituting 

8% of the total U.S. population. The most recent census figures indicate that, just in the 

last decade, this population has almost doubled again. There are now 33.5 foreign-bora 

persons in the US, almost 12% of the total population (Larsen, 2004). In terms of 

children, as of 2002, 16% of children were native children with at least one foreign-bom 

parent, and 4% were foreign-bom children with at least one foreign-bom parent (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2003). That is one out of every five American children. This population 

increase has largely been from Latin America and Asia, and represents an increase in 

language and cultural diversity of children growing up and going to school in the United 

States. 

By 2000, almost 56 million, or 20.4% of the total U.S. population was of "foreign 

stock," which is a combination of first and second generation U.S. residents (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2001). However, as Fortes and Rumbaut (2001) have pointed out, this 

population is concentrated in a few areas of settlement. For example, 62% of the 

population of Los Angeles is of foreign-stock, as is 43% of San Diego. Over 20% of 
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Arizona's population is of foreign-stock. All indications are that this population, given 

the continuous influx of immigrants, will continue to increase well into the next decade. 

According to Portes and Rumbaut (2001), whether the new ethnic groups 

reinvigorate the nation, as some think, or catalyze a major leap in its societal problems, 

they will have a profound impact. Unlike their immigrant parents who remain tied to 

their homeland in one form or another, their children will be American and can be 

expected to become an integral part of this society. How the offspring of today's 

immigrants integrate to the mainstream society depends on the forms of social and 

economic adaptation. Some of the ethnic groups are in a clearly upward path, moving 

into mainstream society in record time and enriching it in the process with their culture 

and energy. In contrast, others are experiencing downward mobility, which may produce 

additional problems for American society. Generally, it is believed that the new second 

generation holds the key to the future of their ethnic groups in the U.S. 

Historical Review of Vietnamese Immigration 

The prominent historian, Oscar Handlin (1959), once thought to write a history of 

the immigrants in America. Then he discovered that the immigrants were American 

history. Who are the immigrants? The immigrants are those who are attracted by the 

situation in another country because "the grass is greener there" (To, cited in Perez, 1998, 

p. 126). The 1957 U.N. Convention related to the Status of Refugees defined refugees as 

follows: 
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Refugees are anyone who owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside of the country of his nationality and is unable, or 
owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail him-herself to the protection of that 
country. (To, pp. 125-126) 

There have been many studies about earlier waves of immigrants such as English, 

Irish, German, Jews, Italians, etc., but relatively little has been written about newer 

groups, especially Vietnamese refiigee groups. A hundred thousand of them, of all ages, 

were overcrowded airlifted out of Vietnam after the fall of Saigon in April 1975. They 

underwent great hardship in their attempts to escape Vietnam in untrustworthy, 

homemade vessels and were assaulted by pirates in the sea, or walked a thousand miles 

through jungles at night and hid in daytime to escape detection. In the following I will 

represent these refugees in detail. I will especially emphasize how their children are 

adapting in American schools. 

A Brief History 

After four years of difficult bargaining, representatives of the U.S. government, 

the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam), and the Republic of Vietnam 

(South Vietnam), signed the Paris Cease Fire Agreement on January 1973. The main 

provisions were ending the war and restoring peace in Vietnam. The United States had to 

stop all its military activities against the territory of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 

and not continue its military involvement or intervene in the internal affairs of South 

Vietnam. The agreement meant the withdrawal of all support from the U.S. to South 

Vietnam. 
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The political pressure inside the U.S. drove the American government to sign the 

agreement. Soon thereafter, the North took over the South and 100,000 Vietnamese 

escaped the communist regime. A number of Vietnamese who fled to the South in 1954 

had experience with the Communists who took over the North in 1945 

and started the rumor that "The Hanoi government's intention to execute all former South 

Vietnamese civil servants, policemen, and other officials as well as all those who had 

served the Americans in any capacity, many people left the country by sea, land, and air" 

(Zhou, 2001, p. 189). The story of Vietnamese immigration began. 

Three Waves of Immigration 

Most researchers agree that there are three waves of Vietnamese immigration 

(Caplan et al, 1989; Ima, 1994; To, 1998). The first one, consisting of refugees, 

occurred during the first two or three weeks before the fall of Saigon in April 1975 and 

involved about 150,000 people evacuated through giant helicopters, air planes, boats, and 

ships. Most were the high officials in government, who were relatively well educated, 

and some had achieved higher education in western institutions. "This initial wave of 

refugees were mostly members of the elite and the middle class who either had access to 

the evacuation arranged by the American military or could afford their own means of 

flight" (Zhou, 2001, p. 189). They lived in the urban areas, having some business skills 

and some English, and mostly were taken to American cargo ships in the east China 

Ocean, then later transferred to the Subic Bay and Clark Air Force base in the Philippines 

and Guam. 
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The second wave occurred right after the collapse of Saigon, and included the 

officials, army officers, and citizens, especially the ones who once immigrated to the 

South in 1945 when the Vietnamese communists occupied the North. They escaped in 

small, homemade, poorly constructed boats and wooden leaky vessels through the Pacific 

Ocean to Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippine, Singapore, Hong Kong, Australia, 

Taiwan, and Brunei. That is why they were called the "boat people" (see Figure 1). 

Vietnamese refugees called these countries "the door of heaven" because they were 

hoping to be accepted to third countries such as the United States, France, Canada, 

Australia, West Germany and many others. A number of them traveled on bikes or by 

foot to the nearby countries like Thailand, and Malaysia. Among of them was Ly Tong, 

who walked almost 2,000 miles from Vietnam to the U.S. embassy in Singapore to ask 

for refuge. The details of his odyssey were reported twice in the Wall Street Journal 

(03/02/1983 & 03/15/1983, Barry Wain) and in Reader's Digest in June 1984 by Anthony 

Paul: "It was February 10, 1983. Behind Ly Tong were almost 2,000 miles of land and 

water, five countries, four border crossings, and half-dozen escapes from custody" (Paul, 

1984, p. 128). President Reagan wrote a letter to him on December 12, 1984 to applaud 

his courage. 

Figure 2 shows the countries from where Vietnamese refugees tended to come. 

Figure 3 shows Vietnamese refugees walking to the neighboring countries (http:// 

www.google.com). 

http://www.google.com
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Source: Caplan et al,p. 2. 

Figure 2. The map of Southeast Asia countries (Caplan et al., 1991, p. 2). 



Figure 3. Vietnamese refugees walked to the neighboring countries 

(Source: http:// www.google.com). 

http://www.google.com
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According to Grant (1979) and Wain (1981), from 10 to 15% of the Vietnamese 

refugees died at sea. A number of them were the victims of Thai pirates. Men had to 

watch the rape of their wives and their daughters by pirates. Many of them lost their 

properties and belongings during the dramatic ordeal. One Cambodian student described 

it this way; 

I have seen starvation at sea, 
I have seen a man put his wife at the bow, so 
His children could know what freedom means. 
I have seen pirates rape a young girl, then throw her overboard; 
The sea turned red and my anger raged. 
(Kiang, 1994, p. 1) 

Another story reports the odyssey as follows: 

We starved for fourteen days. My mother-in-law was the first one who died, then 
all four of my children and other children, too. Altogether we lost eighteen 
children and two adults. In those fourteen incredible days, several ships passed 
by. None of them responded to our cry for help. We were once given some food 
by a passing Taiwanese merchant ship. On the eve of the fourteenth day a ship 
came. This was not a big ship, and we could climb or jump onto it in the dim 
light of the day. After getting onto the deck, we finally realized that it was a 
Russian ship. Too late to withdraw! The Russians isolated us and didn't give us 
anything to eat or drink. The second day aboard we saw land. I asked a sailor in 
English where we were, and he replied: "Shanghai!" But that was not true. 
Coming closer, I recognized the port of Da Nang (Vietnam)! Ten minutes later 
the Communist coast guard locked us in jail. (Caplan et al, 1991, pp. 34-35) 

In Figure 4 Vietnamese refugees are shown using boats to travel to the 

neighboring countries (retrieved from http;//www.google.com). 

http://www.google.com


Figure 4. Vietnamese refugees used boats to travel to the neighboring countries 

(retrieved from http;//www.google.com). 

http://www.google.com
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This heart-breaking spectacle is not complete if we ignore what Takaki (1998), 

the professor of ethnic studies for more than two decades in the University of California 

at Berkeley, described: 

The second-wave Vietnamese refugees took their wives and children and boarded 
crowded, leaky boats, risking their lives at sea where storms threatened to drown 
them and pirates (Thai) waited to rob them and rape the women. Two thirds of 
the boats were attacked by pirates, each boat an average of more than two times. 

Can you imagine human hair 
Flowing all over the sea, 
Children's bodies ready to dissolve 
As human meat dirmers of fish? 
But they keep on leaving 
As humanity turns their heads away 
And still they serenely 
Throw themselves into death. 

(Takaki, 1998, p. 452) 

Luong Chau Bot recalled that the Thai pirates chopped off her husband's fingers 

to get his wedding ring then tried to slit his throat. But "the knife they had was too blunt. 

Instead they clubbed him to death and threw his body into the sea. Then they dragged the 

young girls up to the deck and systematically raped them. We heard them scream and 

scream" (Takaki, p. 453). 

Hue, a 36-year-old woman, who now lives in California recalls. 

When they saw the Thai pirates approaching their boat. Hue and other women 
smeared their faces with engine oil and fish sauce to diminish their appeal. But 
the pirates ordered them to bathe and then raped them. Hue still wakes up 
screaming from nightmares of the experience—the dark skinned men encircling 
her, the knife at her throat, the hands that "clawed," and the teeth that "bit," 
mutilating her breasts.. . . The pirates tied them [the Vietnamese men] up and 
threw them into water. (Takaki, 1998, p. 453) 



41 

In 1987,1 witnessed about 15 corpses that floated by the seashore in Vung Tau, 

Vietnam, where I swam in the mornings. They were boat people who died on the way to 

escape Vietnam. There could have been hundreds of others in the same boat who became 

bait for fish, or drifted elsewhere in the ocean and decomposed there. 

In 1994,1 had a chance to talk to a woman who had eaten human corpses after 

going without food for weeks because her boat ran out of gas. With tears she told me, "I 

had to survive at any cost" and "now it still comes back to me as a nightmare and as if it 

occurred yesterday" (personal communication). Recently, her brother, who is presently 

living in Canada, told me that he knew some Vietnamese women who are still living a 

nightmare each time they see their unwanted kids whose fathers were the Thai pirates. 

This second wave included educated professionals, fishermen, farmers, and 

storekeepers from rural and the coastal cities, including 40% of the ethnic Chinese who 

were bom and lived in Vietnam, and those who were called "capitalists." They had to 

leave Vietnam and "self-devote" their properties to the government. This movement was 

called "Wipe out Bourgeois." Those escaping, as mentioned above, received compassion 

from all the world; therefore, the United Nations (U.N.) with the participation of 

countries such as the U.S., France, Germany, Italy, England, and Japan, appropriated 

money to rent ships to rescue the boat people in the South China sea. At the same time, 

the U.N. urged the neighboring countries of Vietnam to cooperate in exterminating the 

pirates and temporarily accept the boat people with the promise that the U.N would 

resettle them in a third country. Unlike those who sought safety in flight a couple of days 

before the fall of Saigon, "this second wave of refugees carried much less with them by 
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way of material resources, reflected greater ethnic diversity, was limited in education and 

occupational skills, and endured great hardship in their attempts to flee the area" (Caplan 

et al, 1991, p. 1). These authors later continued: "They arrived on American shore with 

almost no material possessions and little education, their only riches being what they 

carried in their heads; their cultural background and their experience" (p. 50). This 

second wave nominally ended when the last two countries. Hong Kong and Thailand, 

closed their camps in 1988, following the third wave. 

The world community was struck by these heart-rendering spectacles. In June 

14, 1980, the conference on Indochinese refugees was held in Geneva, Switzerland. (See 

Appendices D, E, and F.) This conference set up the Orderly Departure Program 

(O.D.P.) and the Humanitarian Operation Program (H.O.) in which Vietnamese could 

legally come to the United States if they met one of the following requirements: (1) 

relatives of American citizens who could apply for O.D.P. by sponsorship; (2) the 

children of American soldiers who served in the Vietnam war with physical evidence and 

the official relating papers (this was called the repatriation of the Amerasians); (3) those 

who worked for the South Vietnamese government and spent at least 3 years in the labor 

camps and had official release documents could apply to the H.O. program; (4) those who 

worked for the American government in Vietnam at least 5 years were allowed to come 

to the U.S. The H.O. program started in early 1990 and ended in 1996 and brought to this 

country almost 350,000 people. The categories one and two are still continuing, and have 

brought to this country approximately 200,000 Vietnamese. 
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It may be easy to understand why many South Vietnamese fled the country 

immediately after the fall of Saigon, but it is not easy to grasp why the refugees are still 

fleeing so many years after the end of the war. According to Bankston and Zhou (1989): 

Several reasons account for the lengthy flow of refugees from Vietnam. 
First, political repression continued to make life difficult for those 
individuals who were detained at or released from education camps as 
well as for their family members. Second, economic hardships, 
exacerbated by natural disasters and poor harvests in the years following 
the war, created a widespread sense of hopelessness. Third, incessant 
warfare with neighboring countries further drained Vietnam's resources 
for capital investment and development, (p. 190) 

Also, after the resettlement in the U.S., and elsewhere in other Western countries, 

some overseas Vietnamese sent letters and pictures home to show off their prosperous 

lives, beautified exaggeratedly, which triggered the exodus of those undergoing economic 

hardship. And we should also consider the on-going and difficult political status in 

Vietnam. The "Chain of immigrants," in Takaki's (1998) terms, still continues entry into 

America by family sponsorship, as a father sponsors his son and his son's wife, who later 

sponsors her brother and brother's wife, then this same woman will later sponsor her 

sister and her brother in-law, and so on. That chain could continue as long as the law 

permits. 

With these came the Vietnamese children who would attend American schools. 

They were "voluntary immigrants," in Ogbu's (1991) terms, although they left their 

country mostly involuntarily. They are confronted with the barriers of language and 

culture, and other factors that relate to their schooling. More importantly, however, they 

brought with them the cultural values and attitudes that affect their academic 

achievement, as I describe below. 



Cultural Values 

In terms of cultural values I will address three key dimensions that, according to 

Caplan (1989), Vietnamese refugees' culturally share: (1) education and 

achievement; (2) a cohesive family; (3) hard work. 

Education and Achievement 

It is clear that Vietnamese parents most want their children to achieve high levels 

of education that would bring honor to their families. Culturally, when the child achieves 

a high level of education, he or she will have a high status position in society, gaining 

respect from people for his parents. As with the mainstream American middle class, 

Vietnamese parents have high expectations of educational outcomes. 

The child's success is not meant for only him or herself, but also for the family's 

well being, so he or she tries hard in school to satisfy his or her family's expectation. 

Unsurprisingly, because of that expectation, Vietnamese families pool manpower and 

material power to invest in the child's education. 

To (1998) found out "most of the students (Vietnamese) paid great attention to 

their grades. They felt a great deal of mental anguish even at a slight commonly 

acceptant drop" (cited in Perez, 1998, p. 152). Ima and Rumbaut (1988) noted that: "for 

most Vietnamese youth, life is centered around getting an education. Personal 

preferences tend to be subordinated to this perceived collective priority" (p. 77). With 

them, academic success is considered a moral obligation and failure in school proof of 
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the incapacity to fulfill his or her duty with family. Males, in particular, are assumed to 

be leaders, who set a path for their siblings, and play the role model for them to follow. 

Vietnam is a developing country where a large number of people dream about 

going abroad to learn new technologies, but only a few can afford that dream. For those 

who do not have a chance, they wish for their children to go instead. When they come to 

the United States, children sense "they were fulfilling the dreams of their parents who 

had not enjoyed schooling opportunities in their youth" (To, cited in Perez, 1998, p. 155). 

One Vietnamese father said "We have our dreams, but we cannot make ours come true. 

We pass our dreams to the next generation and ask them, push them, help them to make 

it" (Caplan et al., 1991, p. 120). In parents' minds, the child's future is tied to having 

excellent grades and graduating from a good university. Parents' expectations and 

demands for academic success from their children, their vision of bright futures through 

education, is their guiding principle. 

Furthermore, Vietnamese refugees have: 

No hope of returning to their homeland, and they are thus driven by a future mental 
image of life in the United States. Therefore, occupational choices, self-identification as 
family and community members, and expectations of sustaining strong links between 
their communities and outside institutions drive them to learn English and to see the 
school as essential in their success. (Heath, 1986, p. 143) 

Cohesive Family 

In Vietnamese society, families are central institutions in which the values of 

culture are instilled, transmitted, and implemented in the younger generations. Mortland 

(1987) noted that "family is not just one of the organizing principles of Southeast Asian 
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life, but in many ways it is the principle" (p. 307). In the United States these families 

cormect their cultural heritage to the new environment and opportunity in two ways: first, 

to develop a lifestyle to cope effectively with the needs in the new land; second, to 

allocate human resources effectively in order to access the available opportunity in this 

society. 

Research from Stimpfi and Bui (1996) revealed that the Vietnamese family is 

characterized by a patrilineal and patriarchal structure with high centrality and pooling of 

resources to support children's education through a disciplined extended family system. 

They consider themselves hardworking and industrious, with a relentless drive to be 

successful. In the early years, children are taught core values of filial piety, mutual 

obligation to family, politeness, modesty and humility. Family interests should be 

prioritized over personal interests and every family member has a responsibility to family 

lineage. Parents often impose a strict standard for behavior: 

Adolescents are expected to fulfill their responsibilities to family and family 
lineage. With the onset of adolescence, girls are expected to manifest modesty, 
obedience, chastity. Boys are expected to exhibit adult male behavior. Family 
members are expected to share in household tasks to the extent of their abilities, 
(p. 67) 

Traditionally, culture and society have reinforced the morality rooted in the 

family. However, in this host country, Vietnamese find that their traditional family 

values are inconsistent with American society where individualism is a predominant 

characteristic of society. 
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Lifestyle 

In the traditional Vietnamese family, the father is a head of the household unit and 

is responsible for maintaining family traditions and leading in ancestor worship. He is 

responsible for economic and spiritual decisions in the family and he is always treated 

with great respect. The mother is treated with great respect also, but in the adult women's 

mind, there is the influence of Confucianism, which the women have learned through 

three basic cultural norms: obey their fathers when urmiarried, obey husbands when 

married, and consult the authority of the oldest son when widowed. These three 

obediences served as a foundation of society's perception of the ideal Vietnamese 

women. 

Nowadays, especially in an urban setting, women are responsible for managing 

the family budget, coordinating family schedules, and responsible for harmony among 

family members. In reality the mother is equal with the father in decision-making and in 

rearing children. In the Vietnamese family, at an early age, children were taught the 

principles of filial piety to grandparents and parents as well. Children have to respect all 

elders, obey the older siblings in the absence of parent(s), especially the eldest brother 

who has parental authority to manage the family. This authority is expected to be 

exercised in the consent atmosphere that marks a harmonized family. 

The Vietnamese family roots come from ethical systems of Confucianism, 

Taoism, and Buddhism that emphasized the importance of the family. The home serves 

as the institution where children learn filial piety, respect the elders, obey authority, and 

societal norms; as the hospital where children were bom and illnesses were treated by 
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medical doctors or local shamans; as a judicial court where disagreement between 

relatives were solved peacefully; as a form of social security, as aging parents were cared 

for; as a funeral home where the deceased were prepared for burial and celebrated the 

death ceremony; as a place to worship the ancestors. In the broadest sense, the home was 

where the most important events of the individual's life took place. That is why the 

family is very important for Vietnamese people. 

Accordingly, Vietnamese refugees perceive that family is the central unit of their 

lives. All family members should live harmoniously and have responsibilities to develop 

a lifestyle to cope effectively with the exigencies in the new land of which the three 

following domains, each addressed below, might be seen as backbone of their family 

lives: (1) Equality in Decision Making; (2) Parental Involvement in Childrens' Learning; 

(3) Efficacy. 

Equality in decision making. In Vietnam, before 1950 women were treated as 

having second-class status. Specifically in the rural areas, the Vietnamese women were 

expected to marry as early as at 13, bear children, and serve as a maid for the husband's 

family. The peasants were poorly educated and the women were four times as likely as 

the men to be illiterate. They were taught only the household chores. Almost always, 

husbands made decisions without consulting their wives, who should always do as her 

husband wished. Since the immigration to the United States, the gender roles have 

changed in significant ways, but not abandoned. The Vietnamese women encounter 

many more opportunities for education and employment outside the house; therefore. 
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women have achieved greater independence from their husbands than they would have in 

Vietnam. So, they have voice and contribute to decisions. The study by Caplan (1991) 

showed that a prominent characteristic of the achievement of the households is being 

egalitarian. The equality between husbands and wives in decision making, in the labor 

force, and the parental involvement in the child's education all contribute to their 

adaptation and the achievement of their children. The study revealed that; 

Children with higher GPAs came from homes where (1) there was strong 
agreement that both spouses should participate equally in decisions involving 
employment and (2) strong disagreement with the statement that a wife should be 
subservient to the husband's wishes. Children of respondents who said that the 
wife should be consulted regarding whether or not a husband should quit a job 
had an average GPA of 3.19, compared with 2.81 for the children in families in 
which the respondent said that the wife need not be consulted. Respondents were 
also asked if the wife should always do "as the husband wishes". The children in 
the homes in which the respondent disagreed with this item averaged 3.16, 
compared to 2.64 for children in homes in which the respondents agreed. (Caplan 
et al., p. 101) 

The egalitarian attitudes extend toward housework and education in which boys 

and girls equally participate, rather than a traditional-sex based agenda giving housework 

for girls and college for boys. The study by Caplan et al. (1991) also revealed that: 

Children of respondents who rejected the idea that a college education is more 
important for boys than for girls had GPAs that averaged 3.14 as opposed to an 
average GPA of 2.83 for children of parents who advocated a pro-male bias in 
college education. Similarly, in those families in which housework was not 
strictly limited to the females, the GPAs averaged 3.15 versus an average GPA of 
2.85 for children in families in which males did not participate in any housework, 
(p. 102) 

It appears that this subservience is changing under very egalitarian views and 

expectations, therefore, there is more development of human capital in the family and 

more females have a college degree than ever before in Vietnamese families. Also, there 
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are no gender differences in academic achievement and no subject in which men are 

prominent, as it might be expected. In my study I did not find any element of gender 

difference in academic achievement between male and female. There may be the 

differences among individuals in school achievement rather than gender. 

Parental involvement in their children's learning. American families, especially 

the middle class, commonly set a bed-time reading for their children. This practice does 

not apply to Vietnamese families where most parents do not have English skills for that, 

even though research findings suggest that the English literacy skills of parents might not 

play a critical role in their children's performance. Reading to children in the native 

language will transfer the cultural wisdom that might be positive and will carry over to 

the school. Reading to children in early life closes the boundary between home and 

school which may allow children to feel at home in school. Especially, creating learning 

activities by presenting books, discussing stories, retelling the successes of the family 

members, and highly valuing of education make learning part of children's lives. Many 

Vietnamese families lack that understanding, because parents do not realize the potential 

role of the native language in reading, the role of Vietnamese books in cognitive 

development, and they overvalue English in daily life and their children's future. Instead, 

they pay more attention to encouraging, controlling, and disciplining children. 

Vietnamese parents always encourage kids to do well in school because "only a 

good education can help us to get out and get up higher and higher" and "education is 

very important to everyone. It is the most important thing for us, the refugees" (Caplan et 
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al., 1991, p. 120). Because they repeat over and over again that this society still has 

plenty of discrimination, education is the best way to get respect. The ideology is that 

because one is Asian, with black hair, black eyes, and tan skin, one will not enjoy social 

mobility in this country if one does not get a good education. 

Laotians and Vietnamese share similar cultural values that parents want children 

to get a good education. Laotians use almost the same practices as the Vietnamese: 

When I get home, I always ask my children about their homework and ask them 
to finish doing it. I also direct them to do the house chores and not let them do as 
they wish" and "For me, I cry when I see them not doing well, and they are very 
sad to see me crying and promise to be better. I think that is the good way to keep 
the kids doing well" and "my husband and I always remind them to study first, 
study hard, not play, not go out without permission from us. (Caplan et al., pp. 
112-113) 

All Asian parents probably use a similar tactic to deal with their children in 

education because they share a high value of academic achievement. The Chinese family 

studied by Caplan et al. (1991) "pushed" their children into homework mandating "on the 

weekdays they have to finish their schoolwork first; then they can watch TV about one or 

two hours". According to Chinese culture: "A well-educated person always gets respect, 

even when not rich. But this country is different; education goes along with the wealth. 1 

would like my children to be well educated, both to be respected in our community and 

also to get high position in this society" (p. 116). 

Helping children with homework is difficult for Vietnamese parents and Asian 

parents as a whole, mainly because of a lack of English-language fluency and the nature 

of education in the U.S. This lack seems not as crucial to success as is the parents' 

intense interest in their children's education. What they do is create practical conditions 
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for the homework to take place rather than providing pedagogical help to children. As a 

Vietnamese father said, "When I get home, my children are studying at the dining table. 

I find a comer right next to them and have my dinner" (p.l 17). And "I must work hard 

first to provide everything for my pretty big family with five children" (p. 120). After 

dinner, most of the evening time is dedicated to homework regardless of the children's 

grade level. 

Because homework dominates the home milieu during the evening hours and 
simultaneously involves all children in the family, the authors could not tell how 
much time was spent on what subjects or relate the expenditure of time to the 
educational performance of individual pupils. These are important issues, but it 
also should be recognized that the type of experience children have in connection 
with homework is also an important consideration. All family members become 
full participants in the educational process and appear to find satisfaction in doing 
so. (Caplan et al., 1991, pp. 106-107) 

Also, according to Caplan et al. (1991), Vietnamese parents in the interview take 

a strong position in discipline toward their children which clearly includes rewarding 

those who are doing well in school and spanking those not doing well and are impolite 

depending on their level, instead of crying as the Lao mother did, or just reminding them 

as the Chinese parents do. The study revealed: 

Children from homes where parents take an active role in influencing their 
children have significantly higher grades than those from homes where 
there is no parental effort at control. Seventy percent of the respondents 
reported that they disciplined their children at levels ranging from "very 
often" to "hardly ever", and the average GPA for children in these homes 
was 3.18, regardless of the level of discipline. Thirty percent of the 
parents responded that they never disciplined their children, and the mean 
GPA of their children was 2.80. The difference is sizable and statistically 
reliable. Parental discipline, however infrequent, therefore is apparently 
important to school performance. (Caplan et al., 1991, p. 104) 
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A number of Vietnamese parents use different methods to discipline. 

Mostly they urge children to do well in school for the honor and pride of the 

family, or encourage them by telling them they have the ability to do as well as 

others, or reward them by giving some privileges. On the other hand, stressing 

shame, taking privileges away, or spanking the lazy child is also employed. 

Parents have learned that applying discipline appears important to school 

achievement. They know exactly that "the greater the involvement, the greater 

the chances of success of the child" (Garcia & Baker, 1995, p. 112). 

Efficacy. Efficacy refers to a person's ability to influence the outcome of a given 

situation. It is an important element in achievement motivation. If a person believes that 

they are under the control of the fate that controls their lives, it will strongly affect the 

decisions for the future and produce expectations for success, which will motivate them 

to make an effort to perform the goals. The study from Caplan et al. (1991) found that: 

The refugees score high on efficacy when measured directly, and there is 
evidence that such items have consequence for economic and academic 
performance: those highest on these measures are more likely to succeed. The 
direction of the relationship is a positive one: the higher the scores on the efficacy 
items, the higher or better the outcome. Respondents were asked. "Do you get to 
carry out things the way you thought, or do things that usually come up that 
change your plans?" For those who said that plans went according to the way 
they thought, the mean household poverty-level standing was 120 percent and the 
mean GPA for the children was 3.12. For those whose plans were changed, the 
corresponding means were lower: 69 percent for poverty standing and 2.97 for 
GPA. (p. 107) 

A study by Coleman et al. (1966) on the effect of desegregation that used several 

efficacy measures found that children who responded with a strong sense of 
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environmental control (i.e., efficacy) had a higher level achievement in school than those 

who believe that: "Good luck is more important than hard work for success"; and "people 

like me don't have much of a chance to be successful in life" (p. 320). The authors 

suggested that these measures are highly related to achievement. 

Respect the elders. Respect for older people is a cultural value deeply influential 

in all social interaction as well as in activities in the daily life of all Vietnamese. This 

cultural value is evident in addressing an older person in conversation. In a school 

setting, it may be shown by avoiding eye contact with teachers or school representatives 

with whom the Vietnamese students perceive as the authorities or the ones who have high 

education, and with the elder as well. With Vietnamese, direct eye contact means a 

challenge with that person. To show respect they choose to nod in the presence of that 

person. 

Another way to show respect is to listen to and follow what the elder or the 

educated person said because a discussion with them means being equally wise, which is 

unacceptable by cultural standards. For them, teachers are the knowledgeable ones and 

they are supposed to learn from them not to discuss or question what they say. That is 

why in classrooms, Vietnamese students discuss less often with teachers than they do 

with their classmates. Understanding this belief, teachers should know that Vietnamese 

students' lack of eye contact with teachers should not be understood as a lack of 

attention. 
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Harmony. In Vietnam, three or four generations may live together, something 

impossible in the nuclear family (Western societies). How do they manage it without 

conflict? The lodestar for this arrangement is the expression "Tren thu^En, dU§i hoa." 

(The uppers are in accordance, the lowers are in harmony). Everyone in the household 

follows this guideline so that they live peacefully together for several generations. There 

is a trend now in Vietnam under the communist regime to value the substantial and 

depreciate the spiritual values. The ones who keep closely to the culture are likely to 

have children more successful in school than the others. Vietnamese also "tend to nod in 

agreement with things even though they might disagree. This act of agreement is 

primarily carried out in order to be harmonious and to not offend the other person" (Do, 

1999, p. 13). It also means to avoid embarrassing others in public. So, without 

understanding the culture, it is difficult for non-Vietnamese to understand when it is a 

reluctant agreement and when it is a real one, but from Vietnamese's point of view, the 

real is the reasonable one and under the appropriate circumstance. Because of that 

harmony, they are elated to pool spiritual and substantial power to invest for the future of 

their children. 

Learning Style 

Howard Gardner (1989), the psychologist, learned a telling lesson in 1987 while 

traveling to Nanjing, China, when his son, a one and one-half year old toddler, tried to 

bang the key into the slot at the lobby of the hotel to check out. He was eventually 

successful in pushing the key into the slot, after many attempts. His father did not try to 
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help him because the father wanted the child to discover the way to do the job by himself 

and let him enjoy doing it. The hotel attendant did not feel that way, so every time when 

the child was unsuccessful, she heartily helped him by guiding his hands. From this 

particular example, Gardner learned that teaching by holding hands was the Chinese way. 

That meant the Chinese focussed on skill learning and conformity to an ideal while 

American educators would prefer to creative and independent in learning. Vietnamese 

and Chinese proceed similarly in learning. 

To (1998) conducted an experiment with her Vietnamese and Chinese students by 

describing the situation of Gardner and his son, then asked students what they would 

have done in this situation. They unanimously agreed with what the attendant did by 

guiding the child's hands. To concluded: 

I would venture to say, without stereotyping, that the Vietnamese, too, values 
conformity to 'ideals,' be they truth or beauty, harmony, or correctness. 
Vietnamese students seem to unconsciously thrive toward these ideals. Their 
attitude is shown in their frequent criticism of themselves, in their relentless try to 
duplicate the perfect movement, to reach the perfect grade. Their activities appear 
to be less dictated by a desire to express themselves and more by a thrust toward 
perceived ideals. They learn by admiration. Role models are essential for them, 
(p. 141) 

As educators, we learn that to teach Vietnamese students, we might present to 

them samples considered as a model that will help them do well. 

Hard Work 

Traditionally, in Vietnam the women usually depended on the husband, mostly 

staying home to take care of children, cooking, washing clothes, and cleaning the house. 
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But the Vietnamese women found opportunities for themselves in America. They took 

jobs and worked as hard as their husbands, as the case of Winnie Che: 

Winnie Che, began working as a waitress in 1981, she said. 'I can work! 
Somebody will hire me here.' Che saved her money and took loans from family 
and friends and in 1983 opened a restaurant, the Little Saigon, in Carnation, 
Washington. In Vietnam, I would be just a housewife: clean up, cook dinner. 
Here, if you work hard, you can do what you want. (Takaki, 1998, p. 456) 

The study by Caplan et al. (1991) revealed that Vietnamese parents strongly 

believe that education may serve as upward mobility for their children, therefore, their 

efforts and sacrifices to provide the financial needs are a trade off for their children' 

opportunities to advance through education. They are willing to work hard all day long 

to sacrifice for their families, only asking that their children have to study hard in return. 

They always remind children to study first and study hard to achieve the education that is 

most important for refugees as the means to get out of poverty, to have dignity, establish 

careers and to live secure and comfortable lives. 

Children understand their parents' expectation, and those who pursue the 

educational pathway, dedicate their time to schooling. Their lives center around getting 

an education and personal preferences tend to be subordinated. One Vietnamese student 

stated, "I go to school... go home when school is finished, concentrate on homework, 

put my effort into finishing homework, and, if I have some free time in the evening, I lie 

down to watch cartoons for a while and fall asleep" (To, cited in Perez, 1998, p. 152). In 

the same study. To found a student who had missed two points in mathematics to get an 

A. That was a serious matter for her, and she felt depressed and almost cried. A 

newcomer of nine months in the U.S, she intended to work in the summer to provide for 
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her own needs, but she would rather spend her time to hone her English than having 

money, as she revealed: 

My friends asked me to join them to go to work this summer. At first, I wanted to 
work, to earn some money, to have money to spend on a few little things, but 
now, on second thought,. .. like my mother said . .., I am new here, I better put 
all my effort in studying. While others go to work, I want to hone my English 
skills, (p. 153) 

Whether children in schools or parents in work places, they try hard to do their 

parts in responding to the families' exigencies and expectations because they know there 

is no other way to have better lives. 

The Myth of the Model Minority 

Some educators and the mass media have presented the success of Vietnamese 

students as a transformation of "the bucked-toothed, slanted-eyed, uncivilized 'yellow-

peril' to the hardworking, musical-talented, and mathematically-brilliant model minority" 

(Chu, 1997, p. 1). William Peterson, a social demographer, who believed that the success 

and achievement of Asian Americans paralleled those of the Jewish Americans, first 

coined the term "model minority" in the mid-1960s. Peterson described, "Asian 

Americans and Jewish Americans as examples of two formerly marginalized groups who, 

because of their hard work and determination, have risen above the ranks of problem 

minorities" (p. 1). Decades later, researchers and journalists have used census data to 

perpetuate the myth that all Asian Americans belong to the middle class and they all 

achieve the American dream. They are the model minority in both scholarship and in the 

media. Unfortunately, a number of them have problems in schools, such as with gang 
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participation, often not reported, and this discrepancy upholds the model minority 

stereotype. 

According to Lee (1994), during the sixties, Anglo-Americans wanted to maintain 

their dominance by pitting Asian Americans against black and other minority groups 

when they demanded social equality, thus creating the myth "to discredit other 

minorities' claim of injustice and to set standards for how other minorities should 

behave" (p. 22). The model minority myth also served to divert attention away from 

racial discrimination and is also used in attempting to erase racial differences. The myth 

tells us that racial inequalities do not exist in America where there are equal 

opportunities, and success comes to those who are determined and try hard, and vice 

versa, the lazy ones have to suffer in failure. The myth also serves to respond to the 

supporters of affirmative action who argue that discrimination and racism have held 

dovm minorities in the U.S., and that affirmative action is needed to correct it. In 

response, critics ask: If blacks and Mexicans are being held down by discrimination, then 

why do Asians come to this country and do so well for themselves?. 

According to this myth, Asians immigrate to America with little or nothing, often 

as boat people fleeing communism, and through hard study and work become even more 

successful than European-Americans. Their success would suggest that the U.S. does not 

really discriminate against minorities. Education and income data provide support for 

this view (see Figure 5). 

According to this argument, Asian Americans students had a high school average 

point of 3.25, compared to 3.08 for all others. And (s)he also found that Asian American 



60 

students in San Francisco area spent 40% more time doing homework than non-Asian 

students. In the follow, some statistics are used favor the myth: 

Completed 4 Years or More of Education and Median 
Family Income 
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Figure 5. Asian-American education level and median family income as compared to 

other ethnic groups (Census 2000). 
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Using family income to celebrate the success of Asian Americans is misleading 

because, according to Takaki (1989), the Asian American families have more persons 

working than white families. "In 1980, white nuclear families in California had only 1.6 

workers per family, compared to 2.1 for Japanese, 2.0 for immigrant Chinese, 2.2 for 

immigrant Filipino, and 1.8 for immigrant Korean" (p. 88). The family income of Asian 

Americans showed more workers in each family rather than the high level of income. In 

addition, Mary Waters (1998), a Harvard University sociologist, said, "One reason for the 

high income is that single-parent households tend to be poorer than married couple 

households. With more Asian American families intact, it follows that their median 

family incomes would be higher" (cited by Rosenberg, 1998, p. 2). 

A study by Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore (1991), on Indochinese refugee families 

and academic achievement, revealed that Southeast Asian youth performed better than 

most of their non-Asian student peers. They concluded from this success of Southeast 

Asian youths that there is little wrong with the American school system, and therefore, 

there is little need for fundamental educational reform. 

Taking a closer look, we might understand better how the myth misrepresents the 

majority of Asian Americans. According to UC Santa Cruz professor, Judy Yung, "I 

think we have to debunk this whole model minority myth and image." Yung said, "Yes, 

there are Asian Americans who are successful and rich, but on the other hand there is also 

a large segment that is living below the poverty level. More than 35% of the nation's 

Vietnamese live below the poverty level. In San Francisco, there are from 50 to 70% of 

workers concentrated in low-paying jobs" (cited in Chao, 1998, p. 1). People rarely hear 
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the other side and over-emphasize Asian American success and de-emphasize the 

problems Asian Americans continue to face from racial discrimination in all areas of 

public and private life. 

As depicted in the above tables, the achievement rate of a small group of Asian 

Americans is not representative of the whole society. It doesn't make sense to assume 

that because a few ethnic groups are doing well within a larger group that everyone else 

in the large group is also doing well. Specifically, Southeast Asian students have often 

been grouped within the entirety of Asian Americans. The success of Chinese Americans 

and Japanese Americans is applied to all Asian Americans. So, Southeast Asians are 

considered good students, hardworking, polite, well-behaved, and doing well in schools. 

But the fact that they are struggling to learn English remains a problem. A study from 

Rumbaut and Ima (1989) revealed that two-thirds (67%) of Southeast Asian high school 

students remain limited in their English-speaking proficiency through their junior and 

senior years of high school, compared to only 43% of Hispanic students. 

Because of the model minority stereotype, there is a serious lack of educational 

attention given to Southeast Asian students. For one, "there are 50,000 Hmong in 

California with 31,156 students, but there are only 28 certified Hmong teachers (ratio 

1/1,113); and 5 certified teachers for 20,645 Khmer students of 100,000 Khmer 

community (ratio 1/4,129). The estimates of the Vietnamese are between 250,000 and 

350,000 in California, but there are 72 certified bilingual teachers who served 47,663 

Vietnamese students (ratio 1/662)" (Chu, 1997, p. 4). This shortage may produce a 
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negative impact on their learning English and in their educational performance as a 

whole. 

I want to add a couple of examples from my personal experiences. I brought a 

new limited-English speaking Vietnamese student to meet the counselor to register for his 

courses. Without giving the placement test, the coimselor placed him in a high level of 

math assuming that Asian students are good in that subject. Knowing of this stereotype, I 

requested the counselor give him the math placement examination. As a result, he was 

less proficient than what the counselor believed. Unsurprisingly, a number of 

Vietnamese students where I work often ask me to provide math and science tutors for 

them. I myself benefited from this stereotype when I applied for a teaching certificate. 

The evaluator asked me to take one university-level course in mathematics instead of the 

required two because I am an Asian. Although I worked hard, I only made a C in the 

course. 

The model minority stereotype, therefore, plays a role in preventing Asian 

students from getting help because of the common perception that Asian Americans do 

not have problems, they are all successful. Jerry Kang, a professor of law at UCLA, 

commented that "people fail to recognize that lots of Asian Americans are in real need 

and suffering from real problems. The model minority myth makes us less solicitous and 

less caring about the difficulties that some Asian Americans might suffer" (cited in 

Grace, 1997, p. 2). For those who are not successful, their needs are simply overlooked 

and their problems are seen as the exception or a few "rotten apples." Arthur Fletcher, 

the chair for the 1990 Civil Rights Commission on Asian Pacific Islanders, wrote a letter 
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to President Bush citing that "Asian Americans suffer widely the pain and humiliation of 

bigotry and acts of violence. They also confront institutional discrimination in numerous 

domains, such as in places of work and in schools, in accessing public services, and in the 

administration of justice. This stereotype leads federal, state, and local agencies to 

overlook the problems facing Asian Americans, and it often causes resentment of Asian 

Americans within the general public" (cited in Yeung, 2002, pp. 4-5). 

The myth has also put Vietnamese students in a dangerous situation, as Ima 

(1995) pointed out in his study: 

When a fight breaks out, Vietnamese students are often victimized because they 
are smaller. The model minority myth has led to tension between Asian 
Americans and other minorities not only because of the image the myth 
perpetuates that Asian Americans are nerds or teachers' pets (and also weak and 
non-threatening) but also because of the belief the myth fosters in other students 
that teachers treat Asian Americans better. Because of these assumptions. 
Southeast Asian students at McKinley High School are often picked on by their 
non-Asian peers. When a fight breaks out, Vietnamese Students are likely to be 
victimized by investigators of the fight, and they are also more likely to be placed 
on suspension by teachers and administrators. Teachers more frequently punish 
Vietnamese students, possibly because of the influence that Asian stereotyping 
has had on the teachers' attitudes. It may be that teachers perceive Vietnamese 
students as more willing to endure humiliation and punishment without 
complaint. It may also be that because these particular Vietnamese students don't 
fit the teachers' preconceived stereotype of Asian American model minorities as 
well-behaved high-achievers that they are dismissing these students as some 
variety of "mutant Asian" in an attempt to reconcile their expectations with 
contradictory reality. (Cited in Chu, 1997, p. 6) 

In addition, the stereotype creates resentment among other minority groups which 

has led to hate crimes and anti-Asian violence as in the case of Ly Minh Thien 

(Vietnamese) who was brutally beaten to death on January 28, 1996 in Tustin, California. 

Thien left home at 9:00 p.m. to go skateboarding at the local high school and was found 

dead on the tennis court the next morning. He just completed a master's degree in 
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physiology and biophysics and was described as an intelligent, friendly, active person in 

school and in his community as well. 

According to the autopsy report, Thien died of numerous stab wounds to his body, 

his throat was cut, and his head was bruised. Police had no clue who was the killer until 

a month later when a letter was found describing in detail the murder. Two young men, 

age 17 and 21, were arrested. The letter revealed the racial epithets and hatred directed 

toward Asian Americans. 

Asian Americans are, according to Ogbu (1989), voluntary immigrants who differ 

from involuntary minorities in achievement, because of their perceptions regarding future 

opportunities, schooling, and student achievement. He proposed that "voluntary 

minorities tend to do well in school because they see schooling as a necessary step to 

social mobility. They see themselves as guests in the United States who must live by the 

host's rules. Furthermore, they interpret the cultural and language barriers that they face 

in the United States as things that they must overcome in order to succeed there" (Lee, 

1994, p. 413). On the other hand, involuntary minorities do not believe as readily in the 

possibility of social mobility. They reject the dominant culture, develop an oppositional 

culture, and view schooling as a threat to their cultures and identities. 

Ogbu (1989) has provided important insights into the relationship of achievement in 

school among minority groups. However, he promoted the stereotype of Asian 

Americans as a monolithic group who shared achievement and attitudes toward 

schooling, again, as a model minority. 



66 

A study by Lee (1994) revealed that the model minority stereotype has affected 

the sense of self of Asian students, who feel there are pressures that the stereotype puts 

on them to achieve and the fear of failure to live up to the standards set by this stereotype; 

therefore, they have tried to work harder to fit in with what the non-Asian students 

believe about them as smarter students. Mei Mei Wong, a Taiwan Asian described how 

she sees herself in the following: 

They [White] will have stereotypes, like, we're smart-They are so wrong; not 
everyone is smart. They expect you to be this and that, and when you're not-
[shakes her head]. And sometimes you tend to be what they expect you to be, and 
you just lose you identity-Just lose being yourself. Become part of what-what 
someone else want[s] you to be. And it's really awkward too! When you get bad 
grades, people look at you really strangely because you are sort of distorting the 
way they see an Asian. It makes you feel really awkward if you don't fit the 
stereotype, (p. 419) 

The model minority myth is, therefore, a two-edged sword. On one side, it may 

serve to make the case that racism is no longer problematic in this country; that America 

is now more open and egalitarian than in the past. On the other, it might cause 

resentment from other racial and ethnic minority groups and it pits Asians against others. 

Also, the model minority myth prevents Asians from getting help because of the 

overgeneralization that they are good, well-behaved, successful students. In fact, a lot of 

students cannot live up to the expectations of that myth and turn to other things or 

become alienated from the large group, and possibly become gang members. The myth 

also supports those who would eliminate affirmative action, not considering Asian 

Americans' needs because of the perception of their academic success. 

Consequently, the widespread acceptance of the model minority myth hints at 

discrimination, and promotes excuses not to reform school to help minority students. 
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Also, the stereotype correspondingly creates a sense of divisiveness between Asian-

Americans and other minority groups. Asian students themselves feel that they are losing 

their personal identity to this myth. On the other hand, because of this myth, students try 

to fit in with this stereotype, which may result in achievement. Parents want to retain the 

myth to put pressure on their children's efforts, to impose an enormous burdens to 

achieve, and to place high expectations on children to fit the stereotyped mold. Some 

parents become extremist; as a Vietnamese father said to the principal about his son's 

grades, "Because he is the Vietnamese, he must succeed" (Nguyen, 1997, p. 162). This 

perception drives parents to sacrifice for their children's schooling, which helps explains 

the high number of achieving Vietnamese students. 

Resettlement 

Refugee Admission Policies 

On April 18, 1975, President Gerald Ford authorized to accept 130,000 refugees 

from Vietnam, Lao, Cambodia to the United States, 125,000 of whom were Vietnamese. 

That was the one-time response to the victory of the communist forces in those countries. 

But the refugee exodus increased dramatically in 1979 and 1980, which brought a new 

policy, the passage of the Refugee Act of 1980. This Act provided for an annual number 

of admissions for refugees to be independent of the number of immigrants admitted, and 

to be established yearly by the president with the consent of Congress, and is a continuing 

process rather than an emergency event. 



68 

Another important refugee poUcy that most Vietnamese used to leave Vietnam 

was the Orderly Departure Program (ODP) that has created in May 1979 as part of the 

agreement between the Hanoi government and the United Nations High Commission for 

Refugees. The ODP was used to process papers for departure of former South 

Vietnamese officers and soldiers, who were released from re-education camps or prisons, 

and their families. They went to the United States after they passed an interview and 

were accepted by U.S. officials in Vietnam. According to Zhou and Bankston III (1998), 

by 1989, about 165,000 Vietnamese had been admitted to the U.S. under the ODP, and by 

the mid-1990s the number had reached to over 200,000. 

One special refugee policy was used for Amerasians who were sons or daughters 

of American servicemen and Vietnamese women during the Vietnam War. They had the 

nickname "Con Lai" which means children of half American and half Vietnamese. 

Because most, if not all, of them did not have formal schooling and lived in poverty after 

the U.S. soldiers went home, they had a hard time making a living. They sold lottery 

tickets or peanuts, polished shoes, hauled heavy loads, if hired, and lived on the streets. 

They were called "children of the dust of life" (Boi n©i) by other Vietnamese. Although 

many sympathized that these children's lives are at to the bottom, touching the dust, these 

children and their mothers did not gain respect from a number of the old-fashioned 

Vietnamese. 

In 1988, when Congress passed the Amerasian Homecoming Act, these "B0i 

n©i" became valuable children of whomever wanted to claim them as a family members 

in order to emigrate. Suddenly, the "Bui Doi" had a bonanza. People found and bought 
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them to "Get Form" (Put his/her name on Family Registration Form) to show that the 

child was a legal member of the family and thus, qualify for the ODP provisions. Many 

took advantage of that opportunity. Some asked the host family to provide what they 

wanted, even to get married with a member of the family. If not, they would confess with 

the U.S. interviewer that he/she was not related to that family, and the case would be 

refused. 

By 1990 the United States had admitted the largest category of Vietnamese 

refugees. They were the South Vietnamese civilians and military officials who had been 

imprisoned in reeducation camps since 1975. Even after the release from the camps, they 

were marginalized by the society that discriminated against them and their families in 

education, employment, housing, and especially in human rights. After 1989, the United 

States and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam agreed that the current and former detainees 

in reeducation camps would be allowed to leave for the United States under the 

Humanitarian Operation Program. The Vietnamese former political prisoners are often 

called "HO." 

Over 70,000 people came to the United States under this program. Wherever in 

the U.S. there was a group from four or five or more former political prisoners, they 

formed an organization with the name "HO" association, at first to struggle for freedom 

and human rights in Vietnam, and secondly, for the mutual assistance of its members. 

After the fall of Saigon in April 1975, the first wave of roughly 125,000 

Vietnamese refugees entered the United States. To respond to this sudden influx, the 

U.S. government set up five reception centers at Camp Pendleton in California, Fort 



70 

Indiantown Gap in Pennsylvania, Fort Chaffee in Arkansas, Eglin Air Force Base in 

Florida, and a military base in Guam. These centers were used by voluntary agencies to 

interview refugees before settling them around the country. According to Rumbaut 

(1995), the goal of resettlement of these Vietnamese refugees was to avoid another 

Miami with the large concentration of Cubans, so they were dispersed geographically. 

U.S. policies also focused on Americanizing them. 

Life at the forts was difficult. Refugees lived in tents and slept on cots. They had 

to line up to get meals or to use bathrooms. When waiting for resettlement, adults had to 

learn English and American life and culture. The classes also attempted to provide 

refugees with basic survival skills such as shopping and budgeting, and instructing them 

how to interact socially with Americans in the workplace. Psychologically, life at the 

forts was stressful because the refugees did not know where and when they would 

resettle. However, they organized their lives the best they could in the unfamiliar 

circumstances. 

All refugees entering America are required to have a local sponsor who is 

responsible for their very first days in this country. Sponsors could be related or 

unrelated individuals or churches when no other sponsor is available. (See Appendix G.) 

Refugees could not make decisions where to go; it all depended on the sponsor, the 

government, or voluntary agencies (VOL AGs) of the receiving country. Most VOL AGs 

were private charitable organizations, the largest of which was the U.S. Catholic 

Conference (USCC). Local VOLAGs and other organizations received funding from the 

govenmient to provide services including housing, basic English training, job hunting. 
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and legal assistance. These organizations have contracts with the government to be 

immediately responsible for resettlement. VOLAGs and other individual or group 

sponsors played a crucial role in the first days of refugee resettlement in the United 

States. In their new land, refugees depended mostly on their sponsors. Because the 

Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian refugees did not have established ethnic 

communities in the United States, the U.S. government resettlement agencies decided 

where they should settle. 

To minimize the burdens on the local receiving communities and to integrate 

these refugees into the American economy and society as quickly as possible, the 

resettlement agencies scattered refugees around the nation, even into the Midwestern and 

mountain states where the immigrant density was low. Initially, a few of them lived with 

host families and worked for them on farms or in their small businesses. Some 

Vietnamese felt they were servants but did not know how to escape and where to go 

because their English was limited and they had no money. As time went by, after living 

and working with Americans, learning survival English and having a little money, they 

began a second migration. Geographically, almost half of the Vietnamese concentrated 

in southern California, just in a few metropolitan areas: Anaheim, Santa Ana, Los 

Angeles, Long Beach, and San Diego. 

Another chief goal of resettlement of Vietnamese refugees was to help them 

achieve economic independence as soon as possible. The government employed three 

programs to prepare them and support their integration to American society. These 

generous goveniment aids, not available to other immigrants, ensured a basic level of 
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living until they became self-sufficient. Vietnamese refugees started their American life 

at the bottom of the socioeconomic level, applying for welfare combined with food 

stamps from 6 to 18 months. Depending on their circumstances, they might apply to Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) if they were having a child or had children 

under 18 years of age and were of low income. The ones who were retired and low 

income could apply for Supplement Security Income (SSI), normally for U.S. citizens, 

but also distributed to the refugees. The other source was the Refugee Cash Assistance, 

normally lasting from 12 to 24 months, depending on states and regulations at that time. 

This support served as a springboard for a number of Vietnamese who later gained a 

better life in America. 

Once refugees were settled, there was little to prevent a second migration to 

another city in the same state or to another part of the country. The main reasons for the 

movement were family reunification and job opportunities. Other reasons were cash 

assistance and other such programs in other states that seemed to attract the refugees. 

According to Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore (1991), one-sixth of refugees had gone from 

one site to another within the same state, and five-sixths had resettled from a different 

state. 

Not all Americans sympathized with Vietnamese refugees, especially in the late 

1970s when the U.S. economy slowed down and the anti-Vietnamese atmosphere 

emerged. A Gallup poll in early 1975 indicated that: 

A majority of Americans preferred that the Vietnamese be kept out of the United 
States. Many Americans felt that such culturally different people would create 
additional difficulties for acculturation, and some saw the Vietnamese as new 



73 

economic competitors as well as reminders of an unpleasant war. (Rumbaut & 
Portes, 2001, p. 192) 

At that time, there were significant levels of prejudice against the Vietnamese. For 

instance, when the Vietnamese fishermen entered the Gulf Coast (Texas costal area) in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, they provoked resentment from native-born fishermen 

who felt threatened by competition. Worse, in 1983, a high school Vietnamese student 

was taunted by a group of white high school students in Davis, California, then stabbed to 

death. In North Carolina, in 1989, a group of Americans had beaten to death a Chinese 

American who was mistaken for a Vietnamese because of anger over the Vietnam War. 

In Houston, in 1990, a young Vietnamese American was stomped to death by skinheads. 

Of course, these violent acts were not representative of all American opinion, but it 

manifested the incomplete acceptance of Vietnamese to this country. 

The difficulties in moving to the U.S. and the suffering in Vietnam created a 

strong sense of their own identity among Vietnamese, who have attempted to pass this 

ethnic identity on to their children. However, some of their overseas or American-bom 

children may reject or resent their past. The sudden resettlement created an imbalance of 

power between parents and children, who could more easily adapt to this society than 

their parents. Children often play the interpreting role for the family, drive mothers to the 

grocery stores, take care of bills, read letters, report cards from school among other tasks, 

all of which are in English, a language that parents cannot read. This role reversal 

undermines the respect for parents and creates problems because parents feel they do not 

have the power to control the family anymore and their children are losing their roots. 
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At the same time, young Vietnamese of the 1.5 generation, in Zhou's (1998) 

terms (children admitted to America under 5 years of age), are faced with an unique set 

of challenges, their family history of traumatic exile, and the most immediate dilemma 

comes from the social and economic marginality of the first generation. They perceive 

public assistance which their parents used to start their lives in America as a matter of 

shame, and they realize that their parents have little chance of moving upward in the 

labor market because of their limitation of human capital and English language skills. 

Furthermore, they have to live in low-income and minority-dominated neighborhoods 

that can limit their chances for educational achievement. They also have to attend 

underprivileged schools that may provide poor learning envirormients and may be unsafe. 

Surrounded by native-bom American peers, with little hope for the future, the schools 

and neighbor children often manifest a strong adversarial subculture that discourages 

learning that was the forced-choice dilemma of 1.5 generation Vietnamese. 

Nostalgia or Continuing the Unfinished Battle 

This section provides a different outlook from what Zhou (1998) described as the 

politics of Vietnamese refugees, whom I think are very different from most of other 

overseas Vietnamese. The sudden order to surrender to the North Communist 

Vietnamese by the non-elected president Duong Van Minh caused the suicide of a 

number of (South Vietnamese) army generals, officers, police, civil officers, and their 

relatives, and the escape of a million Vietnamese because, firstly, they did not want 
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Vietnam to be ruled by the communists, and secondly, they displayed their allegiance 

with the country. 

After a first few years of resettlement, especially in the United States, overseas 

Vietnamese began to form the political organizations to continue struggling against the 

Vietnamese government. In their view, this regime was responsible for the death of 

hundreds of thousands of escapees to the high seas and for Vietnam to become 1 out of 

the 10 poorest countries in the world. Accordingly, several political organizations 

originated in Southern California, where Vietnamese were concentrated in a few 

metropolitan areas. A number of covert Vietnamese-communist organizations were 

formed to insult, curse and denigrate the struggling politicians in order to discredit them. 

Consequently, people did not know whom they should support or join for the struggle. It 

turns out no one can be a decent leader of the overseas Vietnamese communities; the 

strugglers might get discouraged, and the struggling will be withered by time. Another 

strategy the Vietnamese communist government used was triggering the discordance 

among Vietnamese political groups, so these groups were busy reconciling themselves 

and did not have time to struggle with the communist regime. A hundred mutual help 

organizations, or Dong Huong organizations (fellow countrymen organizations), of which 

some writers and reporters misunderstood to be political organizations. These first 

generation refugees consistently demanded political reform in Vietnam, hoping that they 

would return to their ancestral land. 

The second generation has a different perspective than their parents. The young 

Vietnamese perceive that the way their parents organized opposition had modest effects 
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on the Hanoi regime. Since they acquired U.S. citizenship, they formed groups to 

support legislation or political candidates who might support related Vietnamese issues in 

policy making in the future. Furthermore, some sought election themselves to the 

American legislative system with the hope that they would directly influence the policy 

making regarding Vietnam. 

Not all Vietnamese youths perform well in school. Some do poorly in the 

academic field, but manage to adjust well in other areas in American society. 

Undoubtedly, there are also relatively high rates of juvenile delinquency and youth gang 

involvement. According to Gropp (1992), the teenage Vietnamese gangs based in Santa 

Ana, such as the Santa Ana Boys, Cheap Boys, Wally Girls, and Pomona Girls, were 

armed with knives, pistols, and even semiautomatic weapons used to steal cars and rob 

stores, especially Vietnamese stores. They know that Vietnamese rarely report crimes to 

police because of the threat of revenge against them. Their second targets are the 

Vietnamese homes, where cash may be available. Normally no one in those households 

can speak English well enough to report to police, and they do not open bank accounts in 

order to remain qualified for government assistance. They conceal cash and jewelry at 

home believing that it is safer, becoming an attractive target for Vietnamese gangs. 

These Vietnamese youths bought new clothes and cars and spent much of their 
social and recreational time at traditional coffee shops and pool rooms. Following 
a rational plan of securing money, they created fluid and mobile gangs, often 
traveling throughout the region or in nearby states to conduct their crimes. (Vigil, 
1993, pp.101-102) 

The youth gang and crime problems are the number one concern in the 

Vietnamese community and these have increased over time. 



By 1989, a Los Angeles Times poll found 87% of the Vietnamese polled in 
Orange County considered crime a serious problem, and 41% of the Vietnamese 
(compared to 10% of those polled from the general population countywide) 
ranked gangs the worst problem. (Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 187) 
Data from the U.S. census revealed that in absolute numbers relatively few 

Vietnamese adolescents were confined to correctional institutions of various sorts, but 

they were a larger presence than their Asian counterparts. Vietnamese adolescents 

ranked second among ethnic groups, after African Americans, but higher than other 

Asian groups in terms of rates of institutionalization. 

Finally, because refugee Vietnamese were losers in their collective role in the 

Vietnam War this fact has been misinterpreted and distorted by the winner; and also by 

the American mass media, as Nguyen (1985) states: 

The swiftness and unanimity with which they reacted to ABC's "20/20 program 
on the "Vietnamese Mafia" and PBS's 13-part series on "Vietnam: A Television 
History" revealed a significant difference between the image of Vietnamese 
refugees, their legacy, and history as projected on the American TV networks. 
(Haines, 1985, p. 207) 

If that part of the PBS series' claims to be a historical fact and used as educational 

materials it will definitely disturb the Vietnamese children's thinking. Therefore, the 

hosts of these shows may want to learn more about these issues by many different 

sources, so that they may bring back the true history to children and also show respect to 

the American public. 

Prices of Success 

As an educator, I have observed the Vietnamese families locally for years, and 

what I found is mostly in line with previous research. But specifically, what needs to be 
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mentioned here is the price of success: children who academically succeed are less tied 

with their families and culture than those who are less successful. The reason is that they 

went to schools with American children, and they graduated and worked in American 

firms. They usually live farther away from their parents' homes than non-achieving 

children, so, they become more Americanized. The chances to be involved in 

Vietnamese cultural events are less. They are on the path of cultural adaptation and 

acculturation that may marginalize them from their own people. 

Conversely, those who are less successful tend to live and work around their 

parents, who are willing to take care of their children while they are working. These 

children still keep the family traditions, culture, and celebrate the death anniversary of 

their ancestors. They go to the church or temple together, or they participate in the 

cultural events with family. The Vietnamese language is used except for some code 

switching from young children. Less achieving children tend to marry with their own 

people, maybe because of language use, and that helps the family ties to remain strong. 

In other words, their language and culture are still alive on America soil. Those who do 

business with their own people are more likely to keep their language and culture than the 

others who do not. 

Summary 

The Vietnamese paid a great price to come to the United States, where language 

and culture are totally different. They do their best to integrate into society and support 

their children, who often struggle in schools where the language barrier impedes their 
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success. But what they brought with them to this country, their culture, helps them 

overcome the difficulty of the early resettlement. Parents push children to learn because 

education brings honor to the family and changes their lives. Parents work hard all day at 

their jobs while children dedicate tremendous effort in school. When they get home, all 

of their hands join in preparing dirmer and performing the chores, depending on gender 

and age. After dirmer, children watch TV or play games within an allowed time, then 

homework takes place until bedtime. All of these activities intertwine to create a vivid, 

harmonious picture that permits us to foretell their successes. Unfortunately, that is not 

the whole story. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

A Case Study 

The object of this case study is to examine the continuity and change in the life 

patterns of a group of students from three Vietnamese families, and to make sense of the 

complexity of the social relations on which educational outcomes are based. One cannot 

adequately understand individual responses to questions without understanding the 

setting in which the participants act. Also, one needs to consider how a particular setting 

may produce varied responses. In that light, I chose this group of Vietnamese students, 

whose families lack measurable human capital and economic resources and are trapped in 

poor neighborhoods. Nevertheless, this group shares many characteristics with other 

Vietnamese students in this community and throughout the United States as well. They 

are from socioeconomic backgrounds characterized by low levels of parental education, 

high levels of poverty, and reliance on the assistance of relatives, community, and 

government for subsistence. Their internal social structures are based on close 

interpersonal ties and traditional organizations. These similarities among the Vietnamese 

community suggest that my case study, in general, will shed light on the process of 

academic achievement of Vietnamese students in American schools. 

Furthermore, my case study does not exclusively rely on data collected in three 

high schools in southern Arizona. I have drawn on a variety of national data sources to 

identify the issues related to the school performance of Vietnamese students, and then 

used the case study to examine these issues in depth. This relational approach enables me 
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to provide a varied and nuanced perspective on the academic achievement of Vietnamese 

students. Combining different types of data helped me to claim that my findings are 

likely representative of the broad range of Vietnamese students nationally. 

Qualitative case studies, such as this one, are especially prevalent throughout the 

field of education. Stake (1994,1995) defined a case study as follows: "A case study is 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident" (p. 13). Merriam (1988), in turn, defined case study in terms of its end product: 

"A qualitative case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

instance, phenomenon, or social unit" (p. 21). Most researchers seem to agree that the 

single most defining characteristic of case study research lies in delimiting the object of 

study, the case. The case may be a thing, a single entity, or a unit around which there are 

boundaries. The case then, would be a person such as a student, a teacher, a principal; a 

program, a group such as a class, a school, a community; a specific policy; and so on. 

A case study, therefore, can be characterized as being particularistic, descriptive, 

and heuristic: 

Particularistic means a case study focuses on a particular situation, event, 

program, or phenomenon. As such, case studies "concentrate attention on the way 

particular groups of people confront specific problems, taking a holistic view of the 

situation. They are problem centered, small scale, entrepreneurial endeavors" (Shaw, 

1978, p. 2). 
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Descriptive means that the end product of a case study is a rich, thick description 

of the phenomenon under study. "Case study uses prose and Hterary techniques to 

describe, elicit images, and analyze situations.... They present documentation of events, 

quotes, samples and artifacts" (Wilson, 1978, p. 448). 

Heuristic refers to the case study illuminating the reader's understanding of the 

phenomenon under study. A case study can bring about the discovery of new meaning, 

extend the reader's experience, or confirm what is known. "Previously unknown 

relationships and variables can be expected to emerge from case studies leading to a 

rethinking of the process phenomenon being studied. Insights into how things get to be 

the way they are can be expected to result from case studies" (Stake, 1994, p. 47). 

Sample Selection 

I have interviewed three Vietnamese families in Tucson who have six children, 

two each, some who do well and some who do not do well in school. I have observed the 

target children of these families in schools, and collected artifacts from them relating to 

my study. 

The crucial step was selecting the people to be interviewed. In the present study it 

was not feasible to employ a random sampling approach, so I used a purposeful sampling 

technique for my case study. A qualitative case study method seemed most appropriate 

to study a small group of Vietnamese participants from different high schools and middle 

school in the southern Arizona region, to seek an in-depth understanding of their school 

and family experiences in the United States. 
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I am involved in most of the Vietnamese community's activities. Working closely 

with them, I know which families have children in school, who do well in school and 

who do not do well. I communicate with parents who know I am working in education 

and they are willing to share their children's educational results expecting that I may give 

them some advice related to my experiences. This opportunity provides me with insight 

on Vietnamese students' achievement. This is the reason why I chose a group of 

Vietnamese students for my case study. 

I conducted this study in one academic year. The strategies used to gather data, 

such as interview, observation, and collecting the cultural artifacts, are frequently used in 

a qualitative case study (see Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Merriam, 1992; Rossman & 

Rallis, 1997; Seidman, 1998; Stake, 1994). 

According to Seidman (1998), one should keep a distance from participants when 

interviewing "The interviewing relationship can be friendly but not a friendship, too 

much or too little rapport can lead to distortion of what the participant reconstructs in the 

interview" (p. 81). But, according to Combs (personal communication, 2004), given my 

relationship with my participants as friend, researcher, advocate, and interpreter, I may 

not need to keep a distance, rather I need to be an insider that favors an emic 

investigation. Thus, as an insider, I can deeply grasp what they implied in their own 

ways that an outsider may not as easily understand. And because I am an insider, I may 

gain the trustworthiness of my participants enabling them to freely disclose their 

concerns. 
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Before interviewing, I clearly reviewed the purpose of the study, and the rights of 

the participants to privacy and confidentiality. I also asked them to read carefully and 

sign the informed consent. What follow are composite examples of three Vietnamese 

families, for purposes of illustration, drawn from my experience in working with these 

families. 

The Iran Family 

Mr. Tran came to Tucson in the year 2000, along with two children by family 

sponsorship; however, his wife remained in Vietnam because they were divorced. He 

had only finished ninth grade in Vietnam, and is legally blind, but, nevertheless, went to 

work to support his family after having arrived in America eight months earlier even 

though his English language skills were at the beginning level. 

His son, Nhanh Tran, at first attended Rice High School and achieved good 

grades even though he was in the ESL program. This year, after passing the admission 

test, he transferred to Dignity High School, a school known for its rigorous academic 

program, because he wanted to be more challenged academically. His first senior 

semester in Dignity High School was really difficult, however, he struggled to achieve 

and received two A's and three B's. The A's were in science classes and the B's in classes 

that demanded more English. Consequently, he lost weight and developed a sleep 

disorder. However, he was eventually admitted to the local university for the school year 

2003-2004 and will major in computer engineering. 
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Mr. Iran's daughter is Duong Tran who was a seventh grader at Nathan High 

School. According to her father, she doesn't expend much effort, which resulted in two 

A's, three B's, and one C (in English). I met with her English teacher who believes that 

Duong understands but rarely raises her hand to answer questions. This opinion is 

identical with my impression after observing her in classroom. 

The family lives together in a two bedroom apartment under the Housing Project 

in which Mr. Tran only pays 30% of his low income, which is about $800.00 a month. 

They are very frugal and as a Vietnamese proverb teaches "Well using food will be full, 

well using blanket will be warm" (Kheo ^n thi no, kheo co thi Am). 

Mr. Tran often asks me how his children are doing in school. His first aspiration 

is that his two children graduate from the university and his second is having money to 

buy state-of-the-art glasses so that he can see better. He longs for these two goals to 

become reality. 

The Nguyen Family 

Mrs. Nguyen also came to the United States by family sponsorship in 2001. Her 

husband had died in Vietnam. Accompanying her were her two boys and one girl. Her 

widowed mother sponsored Mrs. Nguyen's family by borrowing money from her brother 

to deposit in the bank to present to the government as proof that the mother had enough 

money to cover the Nguyen family, as required by law. But after the Nguyen family 

arrived, the mother withdrew the money and gave it back to her son. Consequently, Mrs. 
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Nguyen and her oldest son had to work immediately upon arriving in Tucson. She 

finished high school in Vietnam years before she came to this country. 

They all have very limited English skills. Mrs. Nguyen's and her mother's family, 

which totals eight persons, live together in a two bedroom and one bathroom apartment. 

Mrs. Nguyen' middle son, Thong Nguyen, was a sophomore at Cattell High 

School. The first semester he had two B's, three C's, and one F (in Physical Education, 

which is the easiest class in which to get an A, according to most of students). He has 

had three suspensions; the longest was 12 official days and resulted from using num-

chucks (fighting sticks) to beat other students when fighting broke out between 

Vietnamese and Mexican student groups. I spent time with him to advise, to explain, and 

to help him because I sympathized with his situation. One time I observed him in the 

classroom and his teacher said to me, "When you're here, he's a nice student, but when 

you go, he may become a trouble maker." I informed and discussed this situation with 

his mother, but I am not optimistic. He recently stopped by my office to visit me. 

Talking with him, I sensed he was still troubled and not a successful student. 

Mrs. Nguyen's daughter is Thuong Nguyen, who is the youngest child of the 

Nguyen family. She is a junior at Cattell High School and has straight A's in the first 

semester even though she is in the ESL program. The opposite of her brother, she is a 

polite and industrious student. However, she rarely raises her hand to answer questions 

in class even though when asked she mostly gives very acceptable responses. She uses 

most of her spare time in school to finish homework before going home. Once she 

revealed that in the last of couple of years before they came to the U.S, Thong stopped 
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going to school, but she continued until nearly the day they left Vietnam. I recently met 

her in the grocery store and she informed me that she was pursuing a pharmaceutical 

career. 

Mrs. Nguyen's oldest son, Tho, who is not one of my study participants, is 

working to contribute to the family income, from which Thong and Thuong have 

benefited. This factor also can be used to indicate that the family members are willing to 

pool capital in investing in education for other family members. As I mentioned 

elsewhere in this study, in the traditional Vietnamese family, the oldest child plays a 

crucial role in the absence of parent/parents. In this case, Tho is the breadwinner, who 

together with his mother work to run the family, because his father is dead. 

The Mai Family 

Mr. Mai was married and had two children before he escaped from Vietnam and 

has been living in Tucson almost 16 years. Because he left Vietnam alone, he remarried 

another Vietnamese woman nine years ago and has had five more children without 

divorcing his first wife in Vietnam. He only finished elementary level schooling in 

Vietnam. 

When his first wife died three years ago, he sponsored his two oldest children to 

come to the U.S. After living together just three days, his 13-year-old newcomer 

daughter, Vu, fought with her stepmother and ran away. The police were called in to 

catch the girl. For Vietnamese people, the stepmother generally seems to have animosity 

toward the stepchildren, which may imprint in Vu's mind. Consequently, they disliked 
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each other from the begirming, fighting as a result. Mr. Mai is a cook and was co-owner 

of a Chinese restaurant with his current mother-in-law. However, I recently talked to him 

at the Thai market where we buy the Vietnamese newspaper and he mentioned that the 

restaurant was sold because of the conflict between him and his mother-in-law. 

Mr. Mai's son is Phuoc Mai. After three months of the entire family living 

together, he felt that he could not live in the house where fighting between husband and 

wife, stepmother and stepdaughter frequently happens. He was looking for an after-

school job and moved out with his young sister. Hoping to help them with that difficult 

situation, I went to the food bank and the clothing bank to get some things for them. At 

the same time, I applied for the Youth On Their Own Program to get some money for 

them. It is temporary funding, but they seemed fine. Phuoc was a senior at Rice High 

School in the school year 2002-2003 where he achieved two A's, three B's, and one D. 

He is trying very hard to succeed and whenever he is awarded a good grade, he eagerly 

comes to share the news with me. He is currently enrolled at a local community college 

and majoring in fashion design. 

Phuoc's younger sister is Vu Mai, who came to the U.S. when she was 13 years of 

age. I feel that she is very mature socially; she socializes well with others and especially 

with Vietnamese friends about her age. She has described how painful it is to live with a 

stepmother to some teachers and counselors, who then gave her and her brother spiritual 

and material support. However, academically she has failed. She told me that after 

school she stays home doing homework and cooks for her brother who works to pay rent 

and buy food for both of them, but it is far from the truth. At home, she watches TV, 



89 

plays Vietnamese video games, hangs out with neighboring teenagers, goes window-

shopping with her acquaintances, and ignores homework. Most of her grades are F's 

except some D's. She has attended school totally for one year and a half and dropped out 

last semester even though many people have tried to keep her in school. Just one year 

after leaving school, she has been in jail three times and now she is in California juvenile 

detention. She also has an out-of-wedlock child. 

Data Collection 

The strategies used to gather data, such as interviews, observations, and collecting 

cultural artifacts, are frequently used in qualitative case studies (see Coffey & Atkinson, 

1996; Merriam, 1992; Rossman & Rallis, 1997; Seidman, 1998; Stake, 1994). I collected 

data during one academic semester. 

More specifically, I interviewed three Vietnamese families, each with two 

children, and observed these children in their classrooms, in the hallways, in the 

cafeterias, and collected cultural artifacts from them at their homes and their work in 

classes. It was not difficult to gain access because I have volunteered in their community 

for about four years. Most of them know me by name, and were therefore, willing to 

work with me. I will present case study profiles for each family in the section on 

findings. 

Before the onset of data collection, I reviewed the purpose of the study, and the 

rights of the participants to privacy and confidentiality. I also asked them to read 
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carefully and sign the informed consent form. I collected data through interviews, 

observations, and teachers' assessments. 

Interviews 

I interviewed each family twice, one at the beginning of the study, and one near to 

the end of the study. I also interviewed the students, both at home and at the school. 

Open-ended questions were used in this process. 

Observations 

I observed the students in four domains: on the play ground, in the hallway, in the 

cafeteria, or in their classrooms when I was in school with them. Roughly, I observed 

them twice a week, depending on my working schedule, except Duong Tran whom I 

observed five times during my data collection. I saw that they mostly hung around with 

other Vietnamese students in cafeterias or in the hallway, except Phuoc, he sometimes 

made friends with other ethnic friends. Vu normally came to my office to just sit there, if 

she had nothing to tell me. One thing they had in common is that they rarely raised their 

hands to answer questions in classroom. 

Teachers' Assessments 

After observing these children in classrooms, I then asked for their teachers' 

assessments to gain additional information. 



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Initially, Vietnamese refugees came to this country under relatively favorable 

conditions, defined primarily by generous governmental resettlement assistance and 

public sympathy as refugees from a communist country. They mostly lived in certain 

geographical areas, namely California, creating economic enclaves in their places of 

concentration that provided occupational and business opportunities for the newcomers. 

This scenario is considerably different for my participants, whose arrival was sponsored 

by relatives already living in the country, and they came here as adolescents, where there 

was no major ethnic enclave to greet them. 

In the following pages I will first present a summary, drawoi from my field-notes, 

of the three Vietnamese families, concentrating on the six students who, as a composite, 

constitute my case study (Table 2). I will then scrutinize how they coped, as a group, in 

the new land socially, economically, and academically. In particular, in analyzing their 

cases, I will examine four main factors considered decisive by Portes and Rumbaut 

(2001) in their model of segmented assimilation: (1) the history of the first generation, 

their parents, or relatives; (2) how they acculturate and differences in their modes of 

incorporation; (3) what barriers they confront, including cultural and economic 

conditions; (4) the family and community resources they may have to cope with barriers. 
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Table 2 

Summary from Three Families with Whom I Conducted the Research 

Family 
Name 

Family 
Size 

Family 
Income 

Marital 
Status 

Level of 
Education 

Primary 
Language 

Arrival 
Time 

English 
Level 

Mr. Tran 
(M) 

3 $800 
Month 

Divorce 9*^ grade Vietnamese 9/2000 Beginning 

Nhanh 
(M) 

Single 2"" year 
College 

Vietnamese 9/2000 College 
Level 

Duong 
(F) 

Single High 
School 

Vietnamese 9/2000 High 
School 

Mrs. 
Nguyen 
(F) 

4 $1,700 
Month 

Single 12* grade Vietnamese 7/2001 Beginning 

Thong 
(M) 

Single High 
School 

Vietnamese 7/2001 High 
School 

Thuong 
(F) 

Single 1" year 
College 

Vietnamese 7/2001 College 
Level 

Mr. 
Mai (M) * 

9 $3,200 
Month 

Re-Marry 5"" grade Vietnamese 1985 Limited 

Phuoc 
(M) 

Single 2"'' year 
College 

Vietnamese 5/2001 College 
Level 

Vu 
(F) 

Marry 9*^ grade Vietnamese 5/2001 ESL 
Learner 

• * A person who escaped Vietnam by boat. 
• M (male), F (female) 

The Dynamics of Segmented Assimilation 
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According to Portes and Rumbaut (2001), different types of acculturation have a 

major influence on academic achievement. 

Dissonant Acculturation 

Dissonant acculturation takes place when children are learning English, exceeding 

the level of the parents' competence with the language, and unconsciously adopting 

American culture outlooks which differ from their parents. This type is marked by high 

levels of family conflict and decreased parental authority because of different 

expectations and children's diminishing regard for their own cultural origins. In this 

case, parents often complain that they cannot control their children and any attempts at 

discipline are often ignored. Those who come from the working-class and lack the 

support from co-ethnic communities are at greater risk of moving along this path because 

of a lack of external support. This path has a consistent, powerful, and negative effect on 

academic achievement. It is clearly the case of Vu Mai. The lack of one biological 

parent, and negative consequences in terms of supportive family structure and parental 

human capital, may have lead Vu into a dissonant acculturation pattern. 

Dissonant acculturation may not necessarily lead to downward assimilation, but it 

increases the possibility. Phuoc exemplifies this assumption by traversing the narrowing 

path toward high school graduation. This pattern deprives privileged sources of material 

and moral support from the community for immigrant youths while leaving them exposed 

to all the challenging societal contexts. Phuoc succeeds on the strength of his own talent 

and determination, but Vu, in contrast, undergoes downward mobility. Limited 
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bilingualism, which is strongly associated with other indicators of dissonance 

acculturation, is a common result of forced language immersion, leading to the rapid loss 

of parental languages that may cause parent-child cultural conflict, and also has a 

consistently negative and powerful influence on achievement. This implies that a child 

who spoke either language well in middle school and increasingly grew up apart from his 

or her family during that period is much less likely to do well academically in coming 

years. 

Selective Acculturation 

Conversely, selective acculturation, indicated by fluent bilingualism in the second 

generation and by continuing strong bonds with the ethnic community, can also be 

expected to lead to a positive outcome. In the present study, I believe Nhanh, Phuoc, and 

Thuong fall into this pattern of acculturation by which the key element is the absorption 

by second-generation youths of key values and normative expectations from their original 

culture, while adapting to the host culture. The selective acculturation is portrayed as 

contingent on the existence of supportive networks in which the presence of their 

relatives promotes partial retention of their parents' home language and norms, and slows 

dowTi the cultiaral shift; at the same time it might reduce the intergenerational conflict 

among these three families. Bilingualism has preserved the channels of communication 

across generations, especially with parents who only speak their native tongue. 

The key element in selective acculturation, then, is the preservation of key values 

and normative expectation from their original culture by second-generation youths. In 
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the eyes of conventional theorists of assimilation, this path may appear inimical to 

successful adaptation. In fact, however, "it can lead to better psychosocial and 

achievement outcomes because it preserves bonds across immigrant generations and 

gives children a clear referent point to guide their future lives" (Rumbaut &. Portes 2001, 

p. 309). Selective acculturation is commonly founded in densely knit networks, capable 

of supporting parents' cultural outlooks and expectations. 

This type of acculturation has a significant positive effect as indexed by fluent 

bilingualism and co-ethnic friendship that links with higher self-esteem, higher 

educational and occupational expectations, and higher academic achievement. Zhou 

(1998) also found that fluent bilingualism, although not common among Vietnamese 

Americans, significantly increases self-esteem, reduces depressive symptomatology, and 

increases educational aspirations. 

From a theoretical viewpoint, these relationships are reasonable. Children who 

learn the language and culture of the new country without losing their own may reduce 

conflict with their parents, and not feel embarrassed by them because they are able to 

bridge the gap across generations and value their elders' traditions and goals. Selective 

acculturation forges an intergenerational alliance for successful adaptation to the new 

culture. 

It is difficult for Vietnamese parents to create bilingual schooling arrangements, 

because of the small size of communities. In reality, there are a number of bilingual 

Vietnamese children that signals a selective acculturation in the support of the tight 

ethnic communities that provide for parental authority, the transmission of a strong 
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achievement drive across generations, and the remarkable academic achievement of these 

youths. 

Selective acculturation, however, is not solely an individual accomplishment, it 

requires a supportive environment socially and politically. This can be seen in Southern 

California where the Vietnamese build strong communities and political groups. Most of 

the children and adults become embedded into community activities and acculturate 

selectively. Nhanh, Phuoc, and Thuong in my case study seem to be in different path 

because of their friends and relatives guide, but their adaptation is identical to a selective 

way. 

For immigrant families, selective acculturation can be redefined as a strategy to 

preserve the original achievement drive and transmit it across generations. 

Unfortunately, the recent American literature shows that public education tends to 

discourage rather than support selective acculturation, according to Portes and Rumbaut 

(2001). In the absence of such support, achievement of this goal is in hands of immigrant 

families and co-ethnic communities. 

Consonant Acculturation 

Consonant acculturation occurs when parents and children learn language and 

culture almost at the same pace and they adjust their behavior accordingly. It does not 

guarantee upward assimilation, but it increases its probability. Highly educated parents 

and those fluent in English are more likely to come closer to this type because they are 
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able to understand and empathize with the conditions and changes in their children's 

lives. 

Finally, it is possible, but not likely, that children of poor immigrant families 

living in the inner city and attending disadvantaged public schools may graduate from an 

elite college. It is equally possible, but not likely, children of immigrant professionals or 

entrepreneurs who live in a social environment that promotes bilingualism and selective 

acculturation may end up in drug gangs and in prison. Consequently, the second-

generation immigrants have abundant opportunities for success open to all, but are 

progressively restricted or facilitated by the operation of forces rooted in the individual's 

social context. 

Context of Reception 

Observing Vu, I saw her self-identity and outlook on her social environment 

evolve markedly during the study period. I felt she was undergoing dissonant 

acculturation, which occurs when first generation parents lack sufficient education or 

sufficient integration into the ethnic commvmity to cope with changes, and it appeared to 

be in full force at this time. That was the first sign of segmented assimilation, when a 

particular group becomes Americanized in a particular manner to a particular segment of 

U.S. society. As a result, Vu left because of economic need, or as some others do, leave 

school prematurely because of unexpected pregnancy, or seek outside job opportunities 

and fall behind in school, or seek intimate relations not available readily at home. 
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Vu and her brother were frustrated when they started their new Ufe in the U.S. 

because it was not the magnificent picture like that their father painted. They moved out 

and lived on their own without help from their father. They also had no support from a 

co-ethnic group because their father was not involved in the community activities, the 

family environment lacked intimate external relations, and, furthermore, active 

governmental support and assistance had been granted only to selected refugees, not for 

people with family sponsorship. Because of isolation from the community, these children 

must confront the challenges of adaptation by themselves. More commonly, if the 

immigrants arrive in places where a community already exists that can cushion the 

impact of the foreign culture and help in finding jobs, it may result in a less abrupt 

adaptation to U.S. society. 

Another contextual factor is the host society and its reception of newcomers. "A 

well-established sociological principle holds that the more similar new minorities are in 

terms of physical appearance, class background, language, and religion to society's 

mainstream, the more favorable their reception and the more rapid their integration" 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 47). For this reason, Vu with little education, different skin 

color, limited English competence, lack of achievement drive, faces more difficulty in 

gaining access to middle-class U.S. society. She finally ended joining a Vietnamese gang 

in California, perhaps because of a need for affiliations of some type. 

Phuoc is different story, for he is quite resilient. He confronts difficulty directly 

and without support, and uses his own ability to find a job to survive by his own means. 

His father and he often have conflicting ideas and, sometimes, the father shouts at him. 
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Using terms from Portes and Rumbaut (2001), this is an example of dissonant 

acculturation, but that does not necessarily lead to downward assimilation. In fact, this is 

"an exceptional case and individual variation which are important to remind us of the 

tentative character of theoretical models and the presence in real life of multiple 

alternative paths" (p.69). But it undercuts parental authority and places children at risk. 

Dissonant acculturation takes place when children learn the English language and 

American ways and simultaneous lose their parent language and culture. 

Role Reversal 

Dissonant acculturation is one of the most poignant aspects of immigrants' 

adaptation to a new society, in which children can become their parents' parents, in 

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) terms. In such cases, children's acculturation has moved far 

ahead of their parents, who are the key family decisions makers, but are now becoming 

dependent on their children's knowledge, especially on their English language fluency. 

These children may be prematurely freeing themselves from parental control and are 

often unable to define the situations for themselves. Freed from parental control at a 

premature age, the options available to them can be different and sometimes more 

dangerous than those who retain their home culture and language. 

Therefore, this role reversal, a characteristic of dissonant acculturation, is a 

process that is a familiar event among offspring of working-class Vietnamese 

immigrants, and it is often seen as part of the normal process of assimilation to the U.S. 

The process of acculturation is a first step toward assimilation of which parents and 
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children learn the new language and normative lifestyles. However, Vu once said to me 

that she did not have a friend in school. That isolation makes me to think that race is a 

paramount criterion of social acceptance that can overwhelm the influence of class 

background, religion, or language. Non-white immigrants face greater obstacles in 

gaining access to coveted segments of America society. A racial gradient continues to 

exist in U.S. culture, so that: "the darker a person's skin is, the greater is the social 

distance from dominant groups and the more difficult it is to make his or her personal 

qualifications count" (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 47). This social context and its 

differential evaluation might have caused Vu to drop put. 

In the case of the Trans, Nhanh and Duong live with their blind father. They 

came to this country also by family sponsorship of which the one who sponsors them has 

to take care them all until they become American citizens. At that time they were eligible 

to apply for assistance from the government as needed. Actually, at first, they lived in 

their uncle's house for a while, while their aunts and grandparents gave them material 

support. They also obtained modest material and spiritual support from the community 

where their grandfather is a member. When the father went to school for an 

apprenticeship, both children went to school as well. They late moved out to a housing 

apartment where the rent varies depending on the father's income. 

Studying this case, I learned that their relatives may be seen as an extended 

network that provides immediate spiritual and material support, helping with living 

needs, such as housing, places to shop, and schools for children. The relatives also 

acquaint them with co-ethnic networks. This social network is very important because 
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they do not have the government support that gives new-comers access to an array of 

resources that exist for other immigrants. As a result, they established a modest but stable 

life. In turn, the family can be expected to affect second-generation outcomes, and can be 

expected to reinforce cultural norms. 

The strong social capital endowments and a favorable context of reception 

provide means to forge ahead into the social and economic mainstream, a form of 

adaptation, which they subsequently transmit to their children in the form of ethnic pride 

and the validation of parental authority; while others may experience such adaptation as 

an individual calamity with little external support. On the other hand, the shortage of 

socioeconomic achievement of first generation immigrants is not entirely compensated by 

the support of a co-ethnic community, thus giving rise to a set of cumulative 

disadvantages. For second-generation youths, the key resources are those that facilitate 

access to good neighborhoods and schools, prevent dissonant acculturation, and promote 

academic achievement. 

Nhanh and Duong,then, seem well embedded in their large families of sufficient 

size, which slows down the cultural shift and promotes partial retention of the parents' 

home language and norms and, furthermore, facilitates an adaptation associated with a 

relative lack of intergenerational conflict. This selective acculturation, to retake Fortes 

and Rumbaut's (2001) term, offers the most solid basis for preservation of parental 

authority. At the same time it might be seen as a citadel against the effects of external 

discrimination, because individuals and families do not face the strains of acculturation 

alone but rather within the framework of their supportive family and community. As I 
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previously suggested, they have generous support from the Vietnamese community in 

this town. It turns out that a co-ethnic community may play a necessary role in 

immigrants' modes of incorporation and supporting parental efforts at child socialization. 

Thong and Thuong are almost in the same situation with Nhanh and Duong. They 

came to the United States through family sponsorship. They have one parent but 

tremendous support from family members, especially their youngest uncle who gave 

them their first place to live, brought them to school, and helped find jobs for their 

mother and oldest brother. But Thong and Thuong have had different educational 

outcomes. Thuong is a straight A student; Thong is struggling in some subjects. I 

believe Thong has less previous formal schooling and motivation, which plays a crucial 

role in his school achievement. If parental educational and economic resources are 

modest, and especially those who are socially isolated, children are more likely to 

experience dissonant acculturation and role reversal. Normally, modest parental resources 

and unfavorable contexts of incorporation translate into lower educational aspirations and 

poorer achievement. 

Contrastively, in some cases, as I have proposed, a low socioeconomic level does 

not emerge as an important factor for scholastic achievement in the United States. Two 

reasons may account for that difference. The first is that the immigrant children of less 

educated, low occupational level parents seem to have limited opportunities for schooling 

in Vietnam. But in the United States, such opportunities are available for them, so they 

make the most of it regardless of past socioeconomic level. Second, their most basic 

cultural values, traditions, and motivations are consistent with the requirements for 
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academic success in America, so that given opportunity, the immigrant Vietnamese often 

succeed. 

This is the case of the Tran family. As Rumbaut and Portes (2001) suggest. 

Those whose parents are poor can also do so through their possession of social 
capital. The first source of such gifts is the family itself, where intact and 
extended units have a decisive advantage over single-parent households. Family 
solidarity can operate to pool the social and economic resources necessary to 
escape dysfunctional neighborhoods or, barring this, to limit the damage caused 
by external racism and deviant subcultures, (p. 313) 

Bounded solidarity also operates as human capital by reinforcing parental authority and 

expectations for the future. 

Regarding the structure of the family, two-parent families double the scope of 

resources to guide and influence their children's acculturation. Yet, the presence of both 

biological parents does not guarantee successful outcomes in every case. But on the 

average, intact families might have a positive influence on the results of second 

generation, especially on their aspiration and their school performance. "Family stability 

provides children growing up in a new culture with a solid psychological and social 

anchor" (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 86). Furthermore, in their study. 

Living in an intact family reduces the probability of dropping out to just 5% and 
the inactivity rate to less than 10%. These results demonstrate the enduring effect 
of intact families in motivating children to higher educational achievement. Of all 
the early parental effects on second generation adaptation, this is the one that 
persists, urmiediated, through late adolescence. (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 255) 

In summary, for now, this study has presented a profile of various modes of 

incorporation and family contexts of three families whose children arrived recently in the 

United States. We expected that parental education and occupational skills, a form of 

human capital, would positively affect own socioeconomic attainment, but even 
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immigrants of modest endowments can successfully overcome challenges to their 

children's mobility when they can count on strong families and communities supporting 

their efforts. In other words, social capital can compensate for the lack of human capital. 

For the Vietnamese, creating community is not solely a defensive move to turn 

aside the hardships imposed by the new society, but it is desired to maintain their 

ethnicity, with important educational payoffs. In the case of Nhanh and Duong, I found 

that community plays a central role in supporting their parents' efforts. This form of 

social capital is important for all immigrants but especially for poor parents with modest 

educational knowledge. In this case, community is the only agency that can compensate 

for the economic and educational weaknesses of parents. Dissonant acculturation, and 

also downward mobility, can be resisted most effectively when parental authority is 

reinforced by supportive community and relatives. When immigrant parents and children 

maintain ties to a tightly knit ethnic community, they are likely to share similar 

experiences with other parents and children and may receive persistent support and 

control from the community. The co-ethnic community provides a space for ethnic 

group's interaction that may ease the tension between individual, family, and group 

commitment. 

Moreover, communities may cushion the impact of cultural change and protect 

their own people against outside prejudice and their initial economic difficulty. Ethnic 

networks, as is well known, provide sources of information of outside employment, jobs 

inside community, and information necessarily for immigrants' integration. Most, if not 

all, of the process of socioeconomic attainment in this context is network driven. As a 
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result, the characteristics of the ethnic community, regardless of size or prominence, if of 

decisive importance in shaping the entry into the labor market and, perhaps, prospects of 

educational achievement and future mobility. 

As I learned in Thong and Thuong's case, for new Vietnamese immigrants, the 

natural path is to follow the earlier arrivals into the labor market. The help the ethnic 

community can provide for securing employment in this situation tends to be constrained 

by the kind of jobs already held by more established members of the community. 

Moreover, immigrant businesses tend to hire and promote their own people and represent 

the only segment of the labor market in which the newcomers can find jobs. There is, 

ironically, a collective expectation that the new arrivals should not be arrogant and should 

not surpass their initial helpers if they want to live harmoniously with them. 

There is a common belief that working for co-ethnic firms results in lower pay 

than the outside labor market. A special characteristic of the Vietnamese is that they 

would rather choose to have reprimands from strangers when they do not perform well 

than from their own people. This may be because they want to save face. Conversely, 

working within the ethnic enclaves is the best way for promotion into supervisory and 

managerial positions and business ownership. Recent research indicates that education 

brought with immigrants from their home country can have a great economic payoff for 

ethnic firms, and the previous employment in firms owned by the same ethnic group can 

be a key factor for business ownership. 

However, in my study of Vu's case, she does not have community support 

because of the lack of participation of her father in the community. That is one of the 
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factors that may have caused her downward assimilation. She confronts obstacles 

directly without support and lives alone with limited individual resources. Consequently, 

she experiences alienation and dissonant acculturation; whereas, the Tran family, despite 

its poverty and disorientation, manages to guide their children toward academic 

achievement. Possibly, they have been helped by the presence of other Vietnamese 

families in the neighborhood. This co-ethnic community, although small in the present 

case, plays a central role in immigrants' modes of incorporation and in supporting 

parental efforts. This form of social capital is important for all immigrants, especially for 

those who are relatively poor and with modest educational knowledge. 

The socioeconomic attainment of the first-generation parents obviously influences 

the structure of their families. However, the role of a favorable social mode of 

incorporation in compensating for low parental education or endowments is strongly 

highlighted by the results in Nhanh and Duong, and Thuong and Thong cases. In 

contrast, a problematic family composition, as in Vu's case, clearly affects the pace and 

character of second-generation acculturation and the subsequent adaptation aftermath. In 

general, however, as Portes and Rumbaut (2001), quoting one of their study informants, 

suggested: "The Vietnamese family is 'like a corporation,' and their mutual assistance, 

coupled with the decisive support from the community, leads to sustained academic effort 

even when bilingual skills are dissipated" (p. 276). 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The Role of Cultural Factors 

For Vietnamese immigrants, the most accurate description of the adaptation 

process is to emphasize the tension between integration and pluralism. Pluralism is a 

central aspect of the Vietnamese immigrant experience in the United States. As Hein 

(1995) found, "Community rather than privacy, extended rather than nuclear residence, 

and the conversion of friendship into kinship enables refugee families to mitigate the 

hardships in the United States by adapting as groups rather than as individuals" (p. 116). 

They would rather choose a collective than an individual adaptation and, and their 

experiences suggest an "ethnic-resilience" model in which immigrants and refugees use 

ethnicity as a means for collective advancement. 

As illustrated in Southern California, the Vietnamese developed an ethnic enclave 

that supports an internal economy sufficient to provide members with jobs and 

investment capital without recourse to the government. They hold the ethnic ties long 

after their arrival as a logical protective strategy and the bonds of ethnic solidarity among 

them extend beyond the early years. These findings are in line with previous research 

that the most important insights of the ethnic-resilience model are the collective 

dimensions of immigrant adaptation, featuring a network among households, families, 

and communities (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). 

According to Hein (1995), however, such an ethnic-resilience model exaggerates 

the group solidarity. In reality, the Vietnamese vary widely in their social, political, and 
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class background. The ones who arrived in 1975 are government officials, military 

officers, and the wealthy and have more experiences and made more rapid economic 

progress than the later waves. Eventually, conflicts over leadership roles and homeland 

politics have lead to contention, even rage, among them. 

This model also conceptualizes immigrant adaptation as primarily a search for 

economic achievement, neglecting that workplaces and schools have cultures that impact 

the refugees' self-identity and understanding of American culture. In addition, there is an 

assumption that immigrants resist assimilation. For the Vietnamese, the American 

culture has values and norms that they find worthy to adopt; for example, Vietnamese 

women embrace more egalitarian gender roles in the United States than in their 

homeland, while children experience greater freedom here than in their home country. 

Most important for present purposes, however, is that in the ethnic-resilience 

model the conception of culture is rather static. Culture as a way of life embodied in 

well-established values, norms, and beliefs does play a significant role in immigrant 

adaptation; but so does change and adaptation. This can be seen in the ways some 

Vietnamese women select forms of employment that are consistent with their cultural 

roles as mothers and wives, while others seek to combine the American values with their 

own culture to adapt, acquire new skills, and integrate harmoniously into this society. 

Nevertheless, the importance of family in helping form certain dominant modes of 

incorporation is supported by the present study. The family is a basic institution 

established by the Vietnamese people to provide physical, emotional, and social support 

for its members and to perpetuate societal norms and standards. The traditional family in 
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Vietnam is patriarchal, patrilineal, and patrilocal, which often is composed from two to 

four generations under one roof. Vietnamese differentiate between the immediate family 

consisting of the nuclear family in addition to the husband's parents and sons' spouses 

and offspring, and the extended family, that is the immediate family plus family members 

of the same name and relatives who live surrounding the ancestral house. 

In the traditional Vietnamese family, everyone should work for the well being of 

the family, because the group takes precedence over the individual, and within this social 

unit every individual has a responsibility determined primarily by age and sex. The 

father, the breadwinner of the family, often works outside the home. The mother takes 

care of children £ind the household with the assistance of grandparents in rearing of the 

children. The oldest son helps the father with the heavy duty such as taking care of the 

house, cleaning the yard and helping his younger siblings with schoolwork. The oldest 

daughter helps the mother with cooking, cleaning dishes, washing clothes for all family 

members. All work, in the best instances, harmoniously. As the head of the household, 

the father does not command absolute control over the other family members. The father 

shares the decision making with the mother even though he has ultimate responsibility 

and works more as an authority-leader through delegating responsibility. 

With immigration, the traditional Vietnamese family has faced enormous 

challenges in gender roles, family expectation, generational perspectives, and family 

relationships. From the Vietnamese male perspective, the role of men has changed 

drastically to be consistent with this country's emphasis on gender equality that differs 

from Vietnam, where men generally dominate social settings. In the U.S., men 
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commonly assist wives with housework or prepare meals and are not traditionally the 

sole provider for the family, as in Vietnam, because their wives very often work outside 

the home. Vietnamese men in the U.S., no longer the exclusive providers, are now being 

asked to assume greater responsibility for domestic work. Some feel that they have lost 

control over their cultural roots and their families by having fled their country of origin. 

Nevertheless, Vietnamese men are slowly adjusting to this new aspect of their lives. Mr. 

Tran is an example. When he gets home after work, he cooks for his children; sometimes 

he washes the dishes to allow time for the children to study. 

The role of women has also changed considerably in the transition to America, 

while retaining the roles of wife and mother. Vietnamese refugee women might choose 

to work outside the home to contribute to the families. At the same time, family 

pressures to assume more traditional roles create some conflict, and the insecurity of 

some reftigee males triggers tensions in the family. 

Vietnamese refugee women realize that the pressures are not limited to 

adjustments at home. In their workplaces women face difficulties and problems as 

American women do, including wage and advancement discrepancies, inequities in 

evaluation, inadequate childcare, and insufficient pay scales. To balance these 

challenges, Vietnamese women are definitely changing more dramatically than anyone 

else within the family setting and in the social environment as well. This is the case of 

Mrs. Nguyen who is a breadwirmer, the housewife, a cultural maintainer. 

Vietnamese refugee children are also faced with changes in societal and family 

roles. Entering the American educational system, which is new and their expectations are 
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far from their reaches, so most of refugee youth work diligently to achieve the goals in 

the U.S. Many of them are successful, but the more successful they are in school, the 

more American they are perceived to be by their parents. Although parents are proud of 

that, they feel a distance caused by the American identity of their children. As is the case 

of my son and my friends, whose children have established a distance from their parents, 

we feel that maybe that is because they work and socialize with Americans. They are 

intuitively adapted the mainstream culture. 

Facing the individualism of the U.S., the traditional value of obeying one's 

parents is not completely discarded by Vietnamese youth, but the outside influences have 

produced some family conflict. Some youth leave their family and likely become 

children at risk by consuming illegal substances, alcohol abuse and gang memberships, as 

in the case of Vu. 

Family Structure and Family Size in Educational Achievement 

Family size can influence the lives and future of children in different ways. 

Research by Hernandez (1986, 1993) has indicated that a large family could be both 

advantageous and disadvantageous for American children. In a large family, children can 

enjoy greater opportunities for caring sibling companionship, for lasting love and 

friendship with siblings, and for experience in caring for younger siblings. But siblings 

can also compete for family resources and for parental time and attention, all of which 

may affect them significantly in later life. Large family size favors the psychological 

well-being of children in adulthood, but families with many children appear to experience 
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less marital and parental satisfaction, to have fewer years of education, and to have lower 

status occupations with lower incomes than those with fewer children. 

For Vietnamese families, large family size can have certain adaptive advantages. 

It helps with the pooling of household incomes, utilities, transportation, and provisions of 

childcare as well. Large family size can also create a learning enviroimient as Caplan et 

al. (1991) found: 

When I get home, my children are studying at the dining table. I find a corner 
right next to them and have my dinner. Usually, they do their schoolwork by 
themselves. For the schoolwork, my oldest son is in charge of his little sister [the 
fourth child], but she is doing well enough to be responsible about doing her 
schoolwork without being told. My oldest daughter [second child] has to take 
care of her little brother [third child], (p. 117) 

They seem to learn as much from teaching as from being taught. 

Scholars such as Brovra (1982) have considered large households to be valuable 

for economically disadvantaged groups, simply because a larger household is likely to 

have a greater number of labor force participants and thus a higher wage-earning 

capacity. Although additional member do also rise household expenses, the fixed costs, 

additional members tend to augment rather than subtract from collective household 

resources. 

A large family size is critical to understanding why some Vietnamese Americans 

fare better economically than others. Clearly, size is a feature of household composition 

that has important economic repercussions. But the effects of size are mediated by 

another aspect of household structure: the age and gender composition of the household. 

The Vietnamese household is not only large but also more internally varied and complex, 

composed of members who are different in age and gender, which are more likely to 
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connect to a variety of social networks and institutions and to take advantage of the 

resources contained with them. 

The Vietnamese personal social networks of individuals reflected not only their 

kinship ties and neighborhood, but also age, gender, and social class background. 

Because of that, Vietnamese households are more varied in their status composition and 

more likely to be into a set of social networks that are wide-ranging and through which 

they potentially expand the ability of a household to access more resources in the ethnic 

community. What I found in this study was not simply a wide ranging integration but 

also the quality of networks because the social networks have the capacity not only to 

enhance but also to drain the households' assets. 

Along with family size, the family structure also plays an important role in 

children's academic achievement. Recent research by Rumbaut (1996) shows that 

immigrant children from two-parent families consistently display better psychological 

health, higher levels of academic achievement, and stronger educational aspirations than 

those in single-parent families. There are four types of family households: traditional 

breadwiimer-homemaker families, in which the male is household head, worked full-time 

and spouses stay home to take children and were no long the norm; other married-couple 

families; female-headed single-parent families; and male-headed single-parent families. 

The Vietnamese have a similar family type to those of Anglo Americans in which 

children live with two natural parents. For Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian as 

well, single-parent families were primarily attributed to refugee flight, rather than 

voluntary single-parenthood. Those who missed immediate family members often 
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choose to live with other close persons such as children, parent(s), or siblings. Children 

who live in two-parent-families benefit from positive adaptation outcomes, consequently, 

Asian immigrant children have an advantage over, for example, African American 

children, where there is a high rate of single-parent households. 

Research by Coleman at al. (1966) has shovra that the support of unbroken 

married-couple families, as in the traditional breadwinner-homemaker type, contributes 

to social and psychological well-being, also to school performance of children. In 

contrast, research by Fernandez-Kelly (1995) and Rumbaut (1996) indicated that the 

structure of social relations in which families are embedded is more important because of 

strong and stable social relations within communities enable to form and grow social 

capital of single-parent and two-parent families as well. 

This form of social capital can, in turn, provide an essential adaptive mechanism 
for survival and a means of maintaining consistent standards, establishing role 
models and ensuring parental authority and effective social control over children. 
Truncated social networks, on the other hand, can seriously weaken the ability of 
individual families to control the direction and the outcomes of their children's 
adaptation. (Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 55) 

Similarly, the presence of two parents at home is considered a source of social capital, if 

lost or truncated, the family system can definitely reduce access to social resources 

available to children. This perspective is, of course, directly opposed to theories of 

immigrant assimilation that focus primarily or exclusively on individual human capital. 

The move to upward mobility requires not only motivation and knowledge, but 

opportunity also. The favorable context of reception designed to facilitate the 

resettlement of immigrants has helped the Vietnamese, but the informal resources from 

friends, sponsors, and community play an important role as well. In the absence of 
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opportunity, there is no way to establish the relationship between their attributes of 

achievement and the means of moving upwardly. But if given the opportunity in the 

U.S., Vietnamese immigrants tend to become active in their own progress by taking 

advantage of the resources in the existing system. For example, the opportunity for 

educational advancement is more egalitarian here than it was in Vietnam where privilege 

is granted to children from families who display political allegiance to the recent 

communist regime. The children of the former democratic regime were refused 

admittance to the universities even though they were some of the best students. Since 

they came to the United States, where educational opportunities opened, they dedicated 

time for learning to compensate for what they lost. This reason may be used to explain 

why most refugee children are eager to learn. 

Opportunity 

Employment Opportunity 

The Vietnamese immigrants arrived in this country with much history and 

tradition behind them. They brought their cultural patterns to America and defined the 

new reality in their own views, according to their cultural beliefs. They proceeded to act 

on this reality and, in turn, they found opportimity here and constructed a new destiny in 

the context of these new circumstances. It is important to notice that the Vietnamese 

arrived in the United States in late 1970s and early 1980s, during the depths of a 

recession, but there still were certain job opportunities available, many of which others 

were unwilling to take because of low pay and hard conditions, but the Vietnamese took 
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them. They knew that with their limited English proficiency and restricted job-related 

skills, they could not compete with others to find good jobs. Once they got hired, they 

tried to do their best to avoid problems that would cause conflicts, or arguments with 

their supervisors which could result in being laid off, which was their most immediate 

concern. 

Labor market opportunities were limited for Vietnamese refugees, a reflection of 

the conditions of the local economy, their job skills, and the negative effect of their 

minority ethnic status. Most of them were military officers or small business and trading 

entrepreneurs. All their work experiences and credentials could not be easily marketed 

with success in the United States. But what needs to be stated here is the character of the 

Vietnamese refugees, as defined by their industriousness and conscientiousness. They 

understood that the jobs they occupied were seasonal or unstable, so they were constantly 

searching for more lucrative work. Under these conditions, the jobs that were the most 

easily available to them were low-level service positions. Those available jobs tended to 

be poorly paid, part-time, unstable positions, and having no benefits or opportunities for 

advancement. 

Research by Rutledge (1992) revealed that upon entering the United States, many 

Vietnamese refugees began to search for employment at first for survival. Their need for 

food and other basics was a primary motive in the search for a job, but in addition, 

Vietnamese culture emphasized strongly employment as an act of respectability. 

Unemployment can be perceived as losing face for adult males. Finding employment 

was necessary for males to maintain self-esteem, in addition to providing the capital as 
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support for the family to emigrate to the U.S. This has meant that persons who arrived in 

this country have accepted work for which they had little or no related skills, or no 

interest, and with a minimum pay for jobs which others did not want. 

Finding jobs was not always easy; many obstacles hindered the way. Foremost 

among the difficulties were language skills. Examples of Vietnamese refugees who have 

succeeded in the U.S. are growing by the year, but unfortunately, a number of refugees 

are still experiencing unemployment. For the most part, however, the Vietnamese work 

ethic and sense of self-esteem and self-reliance related to hard work has facilitated 

refugees in searching for jobs. In 1980, a study under the auspices of the Select 

Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy indicated that: 

Immigrants into the U.S. earned as much or more economically than the average 
American family within 10 years of entry into the country. In addition, the survey 
found that immigrant families paid into the Treasury more in taxes than they used 
in welfare and social services.... Just a few years following their admission, 
most refugee families are self-sufficient and contributors to American economic 
growth. (Rutledge, 1992, pp. 82-83) 

In January 1984, the Washington Post ran a story about the hiring of Indochinese 

refugees by a janitorial company to clean up the government offices. The absenteeism of 

employees was the main concern of the company because such absences increased the 

workload for others and the work would not be done. The owner of the cleaning 

company realized that the Indochinese refugee workers were rarely absent. Even when 

one of them was ill, a friend or relative would show up to fulfill the task. They gained a 

reputation as conscientious workers. Eventually, the refugees have found acceptance in 

whatever opportunities become open to them. 
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Educational Opportunity 

Along with how cultural values and family life contribute to their success, 

opportunity is also an important component to explain immigrant achievement. Most 

refugees make the most of the opportunity to get a good education for our children. Two 

fathers who I interviewed said that: "We came here for our children to learn, we built the 

infrastructure for them" (personal communication). 

In general, the U.S. educational system is egalitarian when compared to Vietnam. 

Whereas in Vietnam there was a privilege from the French colonial period for some 

people, and severity in the Communist regime in which the children of the officers who 

worked for the former democratic government were expelled from schools. My children 

and our friends had the same fate; therefore, they were eager to start when they arrived. 

Historically, under the influence of French colonialism, the traditional methods of 

social advancement were replaced. After 1975, the communist regime replaced the 

French system for university entry predicated on communist party membership. "This 

effectively eliminated almost all South Vietnamese from entering the tertiary education 

system and acquiring middle or upper employment positions" (Centrie, 2004, p. 197). 

Because of that, Vietnamese parents and community members remember their loss and 

social displacement, "they are aware of the possibilities of advancement in the U.S., and 

the advantages of education as a vehicle for re-establishing prior socio-economic status or 

attaining a better status than they previously had in Vietnam under the communist 

government" (pp. 196-197). 
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Retrospectively, we would certainly lack opportunity for our children to get ahead 

and achieve our educational dream if we were still there. Consequently, with 

opportunity in the United States, refiigee children became motivated through their own 

achievement and progress by linking their aspirations with the existing system, in the 

belief that their lives would be enhanced. Scrutinizing why the refugees are able to take 

advantage of this opportunity, we might find that the cultural values they bring with them 

are consistent with the values of mainstream middle class American. They value 

education through hard work and are willing to postpone their entertainment for a 

prosperous future. 

Clearly, hard work is highly valued in Vietnamese culture; perseverance and hard 

work are believed to be crucial to success. Vietnamese children are socialized to value 

hard work, resolve and academic excellence. In Vietnamese societies, children are 

trained to study hard not only in school, but also after school. They normally have after-

school private tutoring, because their parents believe that these experiences provide their 

children with a better chance to get high grades in school. To work hard and excel in 

their academic performance are considered to be the principal responsibilities of children. 

Students also consider studying hard as their moral obligation and they feel guilty if they 

fail, because failing causes their families to lose face. 

For the Vietnamese first-generation men, academic success was the result of the 

pressures suffered in their original country, where if the male student failed in his 

examination, he must go to the military, so he had to succeed academically every year. 

For those who academically succeeded, their diplomas were likely to secure them in 
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middle or high places in the government bureaucracy, or to be the military officials, or in 

the professions. Also, at that time, there were few universities in Vietnam, which 

contributed to the competitiveness for students. That was the great pressure that my 

generation underwent in wartime, and because of that, the first-generation Vietnamese 

immigrants seem to work harder in school and seem more likely to be successful. 

To the Vietnamese, therefore, education has always been extremely important. 

The educated person has traditionally been held in high esteem and given an honored 

place in the society. Love of learning was considered a national characteristic, and the 

Vietnamese considered it one of their primary attributes. This concept may have been 

influenced by Chinese Confucianism that shaped traditional Vietnamese educational 

systems, since the Chinese invaded Vietnam before Christ, from 111 BC to 939 A.D. 

Within this system, the classroom was teacher-oriented, and respect for the teacher as a 

symbol of learning and culture was foundational. The learning methodology was 

memorization and repetition and children were taught not to question the teacher and be 

involved in observation and listening, but not experimentation. 

With that cultural heritage, Vietnamese refugee/immigrant children have entered 

American schools that feature quite a different structure. In the American school system 

the teacher is not considered the source of all knowledge and may indeed be incorrect. 

Questioning the teacher is not considered to be disrespectful, but rather innovative. 

Given these cultural contradictions, the entry into American schools for refugee children 

has not been without its difficulties. They bring with them a tremendous respect for the 

teacher and a love of learning that have become into catalysts for adaptation to a new and 
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strange system. Nevertheless, it continues to be difficult for some Vietnamese children to 

adjust to the American classroom, as my case study shows. 

Because education is important to the Vietnamese, it gets a lot of attention at 

home. At the dinner table in the evening, most of the talk focuses on children's learning, 

grades, and homework. As described by Centrie (2004), 

A large part of the conversation (at dirmer table) centers on the children's 
education. Mrs. Nguyen asks all the children at the table how they are doing in 
school. Everyone answers "good." Then she asks if everyone is finished with 
their homework. Two children said they were not. "Right after dinner, you have 
to finish it." (p. 201) 

After dirmer children do their homework, and if in parents' eyes they do not devote an 

adequate amount of time to homework, their television or game time will be cut off as 

punishment and they may get a spanking if serious. 

Educational attainment was perceived as a route by which young Vietnamese 

could effectively achieve a good job and prosperity that was out of reach for the older 

generation. Families therefore, invested in the education of the young with expectations 

to share in the rewards that it would bring in the future. Consequently, many immigrants 

express high ambitions for the future that will be reproduced in lofty aspirations and 

educational achievement for their children. The sense of ambition is very strong and it 

represented a general theme in my parental interviews. High expectations for children's 

educational achievement are common not only among successful parents, but with those 

of more modest conditions as well. As Nhanh said to me: 

My father is blind and does not have formal schooling, we do not have money, or 
property in this country. The only way, for me, to get out of poverty is to have 
high education, from which I may have a good job and made a better living for 
my family. 
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In Vietnam after 1975, because I worked for the former regime, my children 

faced discrimination at school. In fact, my daughter passed the university entry 

examination, but the recruiter of the school district whose responsibility was sending 

students to universities when they applied, said that she had failed. I told him that I knew 

my daughter had passed the university entry examination from the administrator of the 

university in which my daughter wanted to study, but he refused to admit her. My son 

and most other children of the former regime officials encountered similar discrimination, 

even when a number of them scored in the top percentage of the examination. This 

history is one of the reasons that explains why children of refugees are eager to learn and 

dedicate so much time to their studies in American schools. 

The parents of my participants all remarked that the primary reason they left for 

the United States was for their children's education. Leaving relatives, ancestral tombs, 

and the home country was painful for them, but education for their children was more 

important. Similarly, some Vietnamese children come to America alone because of 

greater opportunities for education abroad, for which their parents granted them 

permission to leave Vietnam. 

For the Vietnamese family, the academic achievement of their children is a source 

of status and prestige for families and relatives in the community in the short run. In the 

long run, family members expected to gain not only status privileges, but also material 

rewards. In fact, many parents explicitly conceptualize that the education of their 

children is an investment which they made for their future and for the collective future of 

their kin. 
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How the Vietnamese perceive education has important consequences. Clearly, 

academic success is a must; consequently, aspirations of doing well in school are 

extremely high. At home, after dinner, parents create a learning environment in which 

children do their homework. The older siblings play a major role in tutoring younger 

sisters or brothers. In their study, Portes and Rumbaut (2001) found that: 

. . .  7 3 . 9  p e r c e n t  o f  p a r e n t s  e x p e c t  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t o  g r a d u a t e  f r o m  c o l l e g e ,  a n d  o f  
these, close to 50 percent expect them to earn a postgraduate degree. Majorities 
of all immigrant nationalities voice these goals. Predictably, college and 
postgraduate expectations rise with parental education, but even among those with 
a high school education or less, lofty goals are the norm. (p. 103) 

In this same study, 86.9% of Vietnamese expected their children to graduate from 

college, and 88% of parents have rules for their children doing homework. College 

expectations exceeding 80% also can be found among immigrants with a high average 

education, such as Filipinos, West Indians, Chinese, Cubans, and European. The only 

Asian group that had low educational goals is Cambodian. The reason is that they appear 

influenced by the unique and traumatic experiences of persecution and flight confronted 

by these refugees. Many of their relatives and friends were lost in the Khmer Rouge 

killing fields. Khmer parents reveal widespread concern with children's education, but 

just focus on getting them through high school with little thought of an advanced degree. 

They worry instead about their children's physical, mental health and that they may fall 

into a gang. 
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High Parental Expectation 

Parental expectations play an important role in the development of the children's 

own ambitions. The immigrant parents' high goals and efforts serve as the guidance for 

their children in the direction of educational success that provides a powerful forward 

impulse. For those families who hold high expectations, have strict rules about proper 

behavior, and stress hard work, children are more likely to perform well in school, but 

some may still perform poorly, especially those whose have close ties to youths from 

disadvantaged native minorities. This quote suggests it is the case, "Expressions such as 

'school boy' or 'acting white' serve as pejoratives used by peers to resist achievement and 

oppose the values of the mainstream" (Saito, p. 18). Unfortunately, sometimes, parental 

goals are not the same as enforcing them since external factors can prevent them from 

effective guidance. 

In sum, the overall sense conveyed by my findings is that most, but not all, of my 

participants are poised to move ahead in school, riding on their family's ambition and 

support, even though they are all living in poverty. There are exceptions to this 

generalization, as I have presented and will discuss further below, and these are important 

to consider in light of the general success of these students. Nevertheless, the high 

academic expectations of family and students can lead second-generation youths to 

overcome seemingly impassable barriers. 
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Success and Failure 

These three families have almost the same situation such as they are single parent 

households, or one parent with a step mother, all live in a poor condition, they do not 

have formal schooling, very limited English, and came to the U.S. through family 

sponsorship. The subjects of my study, all six, are in the same social and economic 

condition. Why have they performed differently in school? 

Many Vietnamese parents view education as a primary source for success and 

achievement in America and they fear that socializing and dating might take away from 

their children's studies. The concept of dating was a particular point of contention 

because parents want to allow it only after the child finished school, but it is acceptable 

as normal in American society. This was the case of Thong Nguyen, who took the ideas 

from his American peers and wanted to work to gain money for his dating. Thong's 

perception of education is much different than his mother's. More money, a nice car, and 

other materials are more important to him than to achieve in education. His perception 

has caused a conflict between he and his mother, who often complains that she cannot 

control Thong and claims her lack of material possessions reduces her authority and 

directives, which are further weakened by lack of external validation. As a result, Thong 

derails in education. Thong chooses to make friends with Vietnamese troublemakers and 

has been involved in some fighting in school. At the same time, his young sister, 

Thuong, is very industrious. She's an active learner and has pursued her mother's 

expectations in education. Observing her in school I saw that she gets along well with 
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Vietnamese students, which shows that she's keeping tightly to Vietnamese culture, 

which insists that male and female students keep a necessary distance as classmates. 

Both of them come from the same family, same economic circumstance, same 

parent's expectation, same parental educational level, the same discouraging 

neighborhood, and are attending the same school. Why do they perform differently? The 

explanation could be in their respective motivation and attitude for learning as chief 

factors of the school success. 

Other studies have reported gender differences favoring females in immigrant 

school achievement that is reminiscent of Thong and Thuong. Much of it is the influence 

of social context. For example, based on his study of Mexican immigrant adolescents in 

New York City, Smith (1989) reports that primarily peer associations and pressures 

produce this gender difference in achievement. In brief, the boys are more susceptible to 

be recruited into peer groups, including gangs, often as a matter of self-defense and 

adaptation to threatening circumstances; the girls are not under as much pressure to join 

such peer groups. The threats against girls, which divert focus and energy away for their 

studies, are not as great, so they spend more time on academic matters. This 

interpretation fits well with my case study data. 

Saito (2002), in her study of Vietnamese American high school students, also 

reports gender differences in school achievement favoring females. She provides two 

interpretations that make sense as well in the present study. One is that it is the mother 

who is the most significant influence on student performance, in part because of the 

nurturing role assigned to women in Vietnamese culture, and there is likely to be greater 
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and stricter control over girls in family life, thus limiting the exposure and influence of 

negative contextual factors. A second interpretation is that the increased availability of 

education for females in this country, as opposed to in Vietnam, represents a significant 

sociocultural shift for second-generation girls, and new opportunities that may contribute 

to their greater aspirations and effort. 

In general, then, close ties to Vietnamese home culture predict achievement for 

second-generation students. This is a scenario also supported by the Portes and Rumbaut 

(2001) model, which underscores the importance of bilingualism and biculturalism, what 

they call "selective acculturation." This form of acculturation features retaining close 

cultural ties to the home, usually by being able to speak the home language, while 

adapting to the broader cultural demands of life in this country, including becoming 

fluent in English. 

Motivation 

This study's data also suggest that parental human capital is an important but not 

absolutely necessary factor in school achievement. All of the students in this study came 

from low-income homes. As 1 observed my subjects in their classrooms, I learned that 

their academic achievement comes from many factors; the most important one was they 

wanted to change their destinies from an impoverished social class to a more affluent 

one. Schooling was the only way to get out of poverty. Indeed, the social context in the 

U.S. forced them to learn as fast and as much as they could in order to change their 

destinies. In other words, their achievement comes mostly from a strong motivation to 
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change their present and create more favorable future circumstances. My finding is 

consistent with previous studies that report that, in contrast to other populations, for the 

Vietnamese such factors as parental level of education, occupation, economic status, the 

usual indicators of human capital, do not correlate highly with school achievement (e.g., 

Caplan et al, 1991; Saito, 2002; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). 

Student motivation, therefore, is always a central factor in school achievement. 

Successful students tend to be persistent in effort, emotionally stable, and have high but 

realistic levels of aspiration. Unsuccessful students lack persistence, are unstable 

emotionally, and have low levels of aspiration. According to Mehta (1976), persons with 

strong motivation to achieve have at least four important characteristics, as follows: 

1. Persons with high achievement tend to take calculated and moderate risks. 
They tend to set realistic goals and aspirations. They do not set either too easy or 
too difficult goals. 

2. Such persons like work in situations where they can take personal 
responsibility for their performance and for the achievement of the goal. 

3. They like to know how well they are doing. They are responsive to concrete 
feedback. They prefer situations where they can get such feedback. 

4. They like to search their environment and to make use of available resources in 
an innovative way. They like to try out new things, (p. 9) 

However, such motivation always interacts with other contextual factors. The 

Vietnamese believe that the oldest son's educational success plays an important role for 

the rest of his siblings. When the oldest brother does well, then everybody else follows. 

I recall that my mother said to me when I was a young boy and her oldest son, "You are 

the lead buffalo; if you go the wrong way, all your young brothers will do the same." 

This proverb is still applicable in many families, but in my case, it might be exceptionally 
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true. Therefore, I strongly believe that motivation plays a key role in the achievement of 

my target students. 

Nhanh, for example, normally studies until midnight, sometimes until two o'clock 

in the morning. He disclosed to me that he wants to get out of poverty. He finished high 

school with three scholarships and got admitted to the local university. Looking at his 

family situation, we might think that he needs to achieve in order to become the 

breadwinner of the family because both his blind father and his young sister require his 

help. Duong, even though she did not follow exactly the same steps as her brother, had 

good grades at the end of the school year. 

Thuong is a diligent student who tries to finish her homework before she gets 

home, where it is not easy to find a convenient place for studying. In her two-bedroom 

apartment of eight persons, she finds a comer to avoid noisy chatting or laughing from 

her relatives, to read books or do school related work. She finished this school year with 

all A's. She has learned that all of her family members work hard for low pay because 

they do not have any degree, or work-related skills in this country and she wants to 

become the first child in the family to earn a college degree. Meanwhile, her brother. 

Thong just hangs out with other Vietnamese kids who are not doing well academically, 

so he finished this school year (2002-2003) with one F in Physical Education, three D's, 

and two C's. His attention has shifted to peer-related activities, which present behavioral 

models that do not lead to school achievement. 

Phuoc was very limited in English when he first came to Rice school. He got an 

after-school job with less English requirements and does not have much chance to 
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socialize with English speakers to improve his English skills. But, he is an enthusiastic 

learner who is willing to ask what he does not know, to share his knowledge with people, 

so that just for a while, he can communicate understandably. Surprisingly, he finished 

last semester in Rice school with three A's, two B's, and one C (in American 

government) and graduated from high school. We can imagine how much he struggles to 

learn, to survive, and to achieve academically in this country; whereas, his young sister, 

Vu, is an unmotivated student who is mostly tardy. She has gone to school, primarily, 

because of the pressure from her father, secondly, because she does not know yet where 

and how to live elsewhere. Most of her time at home, she spends hanging out with other 

drop-out Vietnamese children near her apartment. According to Phuoc, before they came 

to the United States, Vu hung out with Vietnamese neighbor children who drank, fought 

with each other after school, and went against the advice of her mother. She had already 

lost her driving achievement dynamic and does not have motivation to persevere in 

school; consequently, failing is unavoidable. She seems poised for a path of blocked 

aspiration and downward mobility, reproducing the plight of today's impoverished 

domestic minorities. 

Limitations 

The object of the present case study was to examine the continuity and change in 

the life patterns of a group of Vietnamese students and to make sense of the complexity 

of their social relations, which may help determine their educational outcomes. One 

cannot adequately understand individual responses to questions without understanding 
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the setting in which they live, and how a particular setting produces particular responses. 

In that light, I chose this group of Vietnamese students, whose families lack measurable 

human capital and economic resources and are trapped in poor neighborhoods, a 

competitive disadvantage to upward social mobility. This group shares many 

characteristics with other Vietnamese students in this community and throughout the 

United States. There are of the same socioeconomic backgrounds characterized by low 

level of parental education, high level of poverty, and relying on the assistance of 

relatives, community, and government for subsistence. Their internal social structures 

are based on close interpersonal ties and traditional organizations. I am confident that 

these similarities among the Vietnamese community ensure that my case study will 

inform, in general terms, the process of academic achievement of Vietnamese students in 

American schools. 

The present study's methods, however, have limitations related to sampling and 

self-selection. Qualitative research almost inevitably is centered on a handful of "key 

informants," six in this study, used to generate insights on the topic of study. These 

students were not sampled randomly, but on the basis on my social contacts within the 

community, and may not be representative of the body of Vietnamese students, making it 

difficulty to generalize from a small number of cases. However, along with qualitative 

methods, I used my immigrant understandings and Vietnamese cultural experiences to 

explore the changing inner motivations and interpersonal concerns of immigrant children 

and families. Any study that fails to pay attention to these complex psycho-cultural 

processes is at risk of lacking validity in capturing faithfully the immigrant experience. 
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Other limitations may include that my participants are all from underprivileged 

families where children have limited English skills and are all foreign-bom students. 

They were categorized as first generation immigrants, in Zhou's (1998) terms. All of 

which contributes to creating a specific but partial picture of the whole Vietnamese 

immigrant landscape. 

Furthermore, this study was conducted in urban schools that may differ from the 

predicament of students in suburban areas, where students may face very different 

conditions of acculturation. Also, relying mainly on teacher's assessments in evaluating 

students, as opposed to using multiple measures, may also introduce bias and prove to be 

an important limitation. However, my case study did not rely exclusively on data 

collected in three high schools in southern Arizona. I have also dravm on variety of 

studies and sources to identify the broader factors related to the school performance of 

Vietnamese students and then used the case study to examine these factors and issues in 

depth. This multiple approach enables me to provide a unique perspective on academic 

achievement of Vietnamese students. Combining different types of data allow me to 

claim my findings are likely representing the broader Vietnamese student experience. 

But more research is needed to provide wider and deeper insights into these issues. 

Future Research 

This study used qualitative methods to examine the experiences of a group of 

Vietnamese students who have the same socio-economic background, characterized by 

low levels of parental education, high levels of poverty, and reliance on the assistance of 
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relatives and community. The study found that, despite these negative predictors of 

school success, most of the students do well in school. Future studies may address, with 

a broader sample of students, this paradox of students from families with low human 

capital excelling in schools. The study also found that some students did not have the 

same success in school, aligning their school performance and behaviors more to 

domestic minorities in the U.S. Future studies may also address this variability in school 

performance to understand how certain forms of acculturation, despite the Vietnamese 

value of education, may lead to success or lack of success in school. 

The specific family structure may also produce differential school outcomes in 

Vietnamese students. For example, in the present study Mr. Mai re-married, Ms. Nguyen 

kept her widowed status, while Mr. Tran kept his single status. Future studies may 

explore how specific family structures, and accompanying family ties and associations, 

result in the differential achievement of children. For the Vietnamese, the highly educated 

person holds an honored place in the community. Will this tradition persist in the U. S. 

with future generations? If not, will Vietnamese students find other sources of 

motivation for achievement in this country? Future studies may concentrate on 

understanding the changing Vietnamese family in the changing context of U.S. society. 

Finally, longitudinal studies are recommended to examine how Vietnamese 

students may fare in college or university after their graduation from high school. A 

longitudinal study can also be used to investigate their mental health; being absorbed in 

study for years in high school may cause deep depression, as one of my participants 

displayed, whose consequences may only become obvious in the long term. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Ethnic Enclave Model 

The Vietnamese have historically been an independent people with an intense 

degree of ethnic identity. Historically, 11 IB.C to 939 A.D., the Chinese occupied and 

forged aspects of Sinification into the Vietnamese societal framework, but the 

Vietnamese people resisted Chinese acculturation, and spoke Vietnamese instead of using 

the Chinese language. Since coming to the United States, they have clustered and formed 

communities, ethnic enclaves, as a source of support, security and economic 

advancement in U.S. society. They try to maintain their traditions, but they do not isolate 

themselves in America society. They attempt to preserve their heritage, although many 

Vietnamese feel the young Vietnamese Americans are rapidly moving away from them, a 

common feeling among most immigrant parents. 

The adaptability of the Vietnamese has been a thread woven throughout their 

history. They are shrewd in using cultural elements of the past in the present through 

their cultural contacts. This resiliency is necessary for survival. However, 

understanding, adapting, and appreciating American life, even given its complex and 

multiple manifestations, is a must for the Vietnamese living in the Unites States. The 

appreciation of the new is encouraged, but not by displacing old customs. They seek 

cultural continuity as a strategy to adapt to a selected pattern of American culture for 

economic survival. In the United States, they tend to build the ethnic enclave to furnish a 

sort of psychological fortress necessary to resist negatively construed cultural 
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components and build the bulwarks to provide security for Vietnamese advancement. 

This model provides emotional and social support, bridging between old culture and the 

demands of the new. Furthermore, an ethnic enclave protects immigrants from the 

hostility of the host society. 

Their adjustment to the new socioeconomic environment is indicated by their 

degree of self-sufficiency. Twenty-eight years after arriving, the Vietnamese in the U.S. 

are somewhat stabilized economically, and they now endeavor to define the essence of 

their heritage in this new setting. In California, there are a number of Vietnamese classes 

for Vietnamese American youths on the weekend, mostly operated in Vietnamese 

temples, and churches with volunteer teachers who hope to keep their language alive for 

their offspring. Groups of overseas Vietnamese professors have dedicated their time to 

create four-year college classes, one in France and the other in southern California, to 

teach college students who are interested in Vietnamese language, literature, and culture. 

Along with that, music, dance, movies are revived in crowded Vietnamese cities in the 

United States, Canada, France, Australia. 

In Tucson, Arizona, from where I write this dissertation, there are less than five 

thousand Vietnamese, and no ethnic enclave to speak of, but I managed to organize one 

Vietnamese class in the refugee center for Vietnamese children two years after I arrived. 

The hope is that the language, culture, and traditions may well continue, but we also 

realize that the Vietnamese must reconstruct their family lives in response to shifting 

economic demands, which might alter the shape and character of Vietnamese American 

family life in the years to come. 
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The Role of Family and Culture in Promoting 

and Producing Educational Achievement 

In their initial years of resettlement in the United States, the Vietnamese faced 

enormous difficulty in their economic environment, and most of them relied on 

government support, and some on cooperative kin-based economic arrangements to 

survive at first, then to achieve economic stability in the future. The cooperative of a 

family-based economy was organized by the traditional Vietnamese family system, 

which encouraged and enforced a collective among the household economic resources to 

keep the system alive and well in the United States. 

No less important is the fact that adult Vietnamese fiilly understand that the 

traditional family system is an important part of economic upward mobility. They saw 

little value in the demise of the traditional family system. It is not of their choosing to 

disrupt a family order that provided them with a stable economic support, the fall of 

which may produce economic vulnerability and hazards for their lives. 

My study indicates, as others have also shown, that the Vietnamese immigrant 

success is not dependent on parent's level of SES, or education in Vietnam. All my 

participants, and their parents, came from the working class with a high school level or 

less of education, but most do well in school, as I have summarized. Vietnamese students 

who came to the United States of middle- or high-school age are unfamiliar with school 

environments, school culture, face different languages and culture, and have limited 

English skills. The message that was clear and unambiguous is the fundamental effect of 

family life and basic cultural values on achievement. Their impact is profound and direct 
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on children's lives and their family effort and commitment as well. Given this role, any 

improvement in school learning is unlikely to succeed without the cooperation of family. 

Therefore, I suggest that education should be culturally responsive; whereby, attempts 

must be made to include the students' culture in teaching philosophy and pedagogy that 

are central and conducive to learning and conventional achievement. 

A parallel argument may also be made with economic achievements. Immigrants 

find employment and achieve self-sufficiency even in diverse economic conditions. They 

show the power of the family and cultural background to promote success and to find 

ways to achieve it. This result suggests a constructive partnership between the family 

and school that would further facilitate the mutual goal of educating children and 

promoting their long-term social and economic achievement. 

Schools should take the irrefutable importance of the child's home in school 

learning and recognize cultural ideologies are embodied in human lives. Adults must 

come to understand and believe that the power of the home environment in promoting 

competence and achievement, particularly with respect to the learning of values of 

education, have long-term consequence for success. 

A cultural foundation is the most basic attribute that immigrants bring with them 

to the United States. These are patterns of living and worldview richly and vitally 

connected to their cultural background that include a sense of continuity with ancestral 

wisdom, knowledge of rituals and ceremony. These are sources of drive and motivation 

for adaptation and upward mobility in the new land. These immigrants wish to dissolve 

into American life, but still remain culturally attached to Vietnam. 
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In this study I have used qualitative data to gain a cumulative insight into the 

factors responsible for my Vietnamese participants' achievements. I feel great 

confidence in my explanation of the role of cultural values as implemented through 

family life-style. The values essential in promoting success are simple and direct. What 

I found working for these families in terms of promoting achievement is the practical side 

of the values they held, the insistence of spending the necessary effort to succeed in 

school. These values, it turns out, are quite similar to mainstream middle-class American 

families and schools. But how to keep these values alive? They would not persist if they 

were not sensible and appropriate. There should be a heightened consciousness of 

cultural values for family guidance in education. These families have to transmit and 

implement the relationship of values and the family life-style to the next generations on 

U.S. soil, for the Vietnamese successes to endure. 

The Vietnamese immigrants interact with the world in which they live. This 

interaction will enhance if the pluralism is pertained, allowing them to retain their ability 

to define the reality they encounter. Vietnamese bring their cultural patterns to the 

United States and use them to define their new world in their own ways, these patterns 

are important tools of adaptation. They intend to act on this reality, seeking opportunity 

and access to it while perceiving the family as the major vehicle through which the 

Vietnamese define and come to understand the world they encounter. It is safe to say that 

their own attributes play a major role in determining their achievements. Vietnamese 

children, of course, are socialized into that heritage by their parents. In other words, 

parents, as carriers of culture, serve their stewardship well in this regard. 
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Vietnamese immigrants brought with them a mixture of Buddhist and Confucian 

values and traditions that promote the motivation and guidance with which to steer a 

successful course of life in America. These values emphasize education, achievement, 

and hard work, which closely resemble the American middle class. But there are 

differences between the Vietnamese and the American value system. The Vietnamese 

value system emphasizes interdependence and family-based orientation to achievement 

which is evident in the pooling of family resources to invest in children' education, and 

the idea that a child's success is not only for him or her, but for the whole family as well. 

With respect to economic achievement, family members look for better jobs for each 

other and are willing to lend money to help achieve economic self-sufficiency for all 

household members. In contrast, the Americans stress independence and individualism 

that encourages the competition to win. 

Under the influence of Confucianism, children are taught to be respectful and 

obedient to adults, especially to teachers. In school, they are expected to learn moral 

lessons first, then literature, as a Vietnamese proverb states: "First you learn to respect, 

then you learn literature." It is noteworthy for teachers of Vietnamese students to know 

that to show respect, they do not look in the teacher's eyes when talking. They do not 

interrupt the teacher when she is teaching, even though they have questions, and they 

rarely raise hands to give the answer because for them it may be considered showing off. 

Not looking at someone when they are talking does not mean they are not listening, but 

the opposite, it is a sign of attentiveness. Vietnamese students never question their 

teachers because, culturally, teachers are the knowledgeable person whose knowledge is 
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accepted and respected by parents and society. This applies to the foreign-bom 

Vietnamese students, but it might be different for those bom in the U.S. 

The central issue here, then, is how do we make children feel at home in school 

and at home with leaming? We caimot teach effectively if we are independent of the 

diverse social and cultural system in which the students interact. What we should do is to 

become more aware of the backgrounds of our students and employ their values and 

cultural aspects to promote leaming. 

The family is the central institution of Vietnamese life in which parents instill, 

transmit, and implement cultural values to their children. The Vietnamese family 

connects their cultural heritage to the new environment in three ways. First, they develop 

a new life-style to cope effectively with the process of adaptation. Second, they allocate 

parental human capital effectively to gain access to available opportunities. Third, they 

use most of the favorable and receptive aspects of their new context, especially the 

schools, to facilitate their resettlement. The Vietnamese family does more than maintain 

the cultural heritage; it connects the cultural values to the present by developing the 

strategies to survive, to an upward mobility that is guided by the ethical and practical 

tenet embedded in their culture. 
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APPENDIX A 

BASIC VIETNAMESE CUSTOMS 

1- The family is the basis of society, not the individual. 

2- Three to four generations may reside together in one home. 

3- Within the family, the wife deals with all household matters. 

4- The husband deals with the outside world (the family is patriarchal). 

5- The elderly (parents) are supported by married or urmiarried children until they 

die. 

6- Names are written as follows: Family name, Middle name. Given name, e.g., 

Nguyen Van Hai. The family name is placed first as an emphasis on the person's 

heritage. 

7- Family members use different given names. 

8- A large family is traditional. 

9- Children reside with their parents until marriage. The males marry between the 

ages of 20 and 30, while the females marry between the ages of 18 and 25. 

10- The marriages must be approved by the parents of both the male and female. This 

is 

true regardless of ages. (Not a legal requirement, but a traditional one). 

11 - First cousins and their children cannot marry each other up to three generations. 

12- The celebration of marriage is preferred in the home of one of the marriage 

participants, not in a church or temple. 
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13- Legally, women keep their own names after marriage. Formally, married women 

use their husband's name. 

Example: 

Husband' name Nguyen Van Hai 

Wife's maiden name LeThiBa 

Wife's formal name Mrs. Nguyen Van Hai 

14- After the marriage, the wife lives with her husband's family. She is considered to 

"belong" to her husband's family. 

15- Before 1959, Vietnamese men could have multiple wives (polygamy). Ranking 

developed according to responsibility among the wives. Following entrance into 

the U. S., only one spouse remains married to the husband and second or 

subsequent marriages may be dissolved. Wives are still informally accepted as 

family in U.S. 

16- When a child is bom, it is considered one year old. 

17- Sons are more highly valued than daughters. 

18- The eldest son has a duty to perform the ancestor worship at home. 

19- Brothers and sisters do not touch or kiss one another. 

20- If a parent dies, the children customarily wait three years before marrying. 

21- If a wife dies, the husband must wait one year before remarrying. 

22- If a sibling dies, the others must wait one year to marry. 

23- To show respect, Vietnamese will bow their heads in front of a superior or aged 

person. 
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24- While conversing, one should not look steadily at a respected person's eyes. 

25- Women do not shake hands with each other or with men. 

26- Women do not smoke in public. 

27- Vietnamese never touch another's head. Only the elderly can touch the head of a 

young child. 

28- Summoning a person with a hand or finger in an up position is reserved only for 

animals or inferior persons. Between two equal people, it is a provocation. To 

summon an individual, the entire hand with fingers facing downward is the only 

appropriate hand signal. 

29- Persons of the same sex may hold hands in public and/or sleep in the same bed 

without public derision. 

30- Incest is punished by law and strongly resented by society. 

31- The concept of equality between the sexes is the same as in Western countries, 

but socially man is still considered slightly superior to woman. 

32- The symbol of nationhood (Vietnamese) is the yellow dragon. Yellow is the color 

of royalty. The dragon symbolizes descent of the Vietnamese from the mythical 

dragon. (Rutledge, 1992, pp. 153-154) 
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APPENDIX B 

ASIAN AMERICAN CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN GENERAL 

(Compiled by Maria Hooker, Pan Asian Studies, Tucson Unified School District, 2003, 

unpublished) 

Greetings 

1 - Asian people don't show affections in public, especially between opposite sex. 

2- When establishing relations with Asian, avoid body contact. 

3- A man and woman cannot hug or kiss if they're not married. 

4- When bowing to people from Japan, Korea, China, hands should slide down 

toward the knees remain at the side. 

5- When greeting, people from India, Sri Lanka, Laos and Thailand hold their hands 

together in front of their chins in a prayerlike position and nod their heads. 

6- It is acceptable for two women or two men to walk in public holding hands. 

7- Frankness and outspoken expressions are rude. True feelings are communicated 

indirectly. When they don't understand, they simply smile (to save face). 

Touching 

1- Many Asian people believe the head houses the soul. Avoid touching the heads 

and upper torsos of all Asians. 

2- Direct eye contact is considered disrespect and defiance. It is considered rude to 

stare. Prolonged direct eye contact is considered impolite and intimidating. 

3- Female doesn't offer hand-shake to another male. 



145 

4- In Asian countries, any display of open mouth is considered very rude. You will 

notice, especially women cover their mouth when they smile, laugh, or giggle. 

5- Asian children often experience cultural conflict when they are asked to hold 

hands with members of the opposite sex. 

Classroom Behavior 

1 - To avoid emotional upset for Korean children and parents, don't write student's 

name in red, this has death connotation. (Koreans, particularly those who are 

Buddhists, only write a person's name in red at the time of death or at an 

anniversary of a death.) 

2- To avoid any potential problems, avoid red lettering on items targeted for an 

Asian audience. 

3- Because a teacher is so highly regarded, students from many Asian countries find 

it difficult to ask questions or to share or challenge ideas. 

4- If an Asian student bows to you, nod your head in response. 

5- Corporal punishment in the classroom is acceptable in many Asian countries. 

Parents not only expect this, but appreciate it. (Most newcomers believe that 

American forms of discipline at school and at home are too lenient.) 

Foodways 

1- If Asian guests decline the first offer of food, try offering it at least two more 

times. (Many Asians believe that it is impolite to accept the first offer of food) 

2- Hindus don't eat beef 

3- Muslims don't eat pork or fish without scales of fins. 



146 

4- People from India, Sri Lanka, certain parts of the Philippines, and Laos often eat 

with their fingers. 

5- Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, and Vietnamese people generally use chopsticks. 

6- When eating with fingers, only use the right hand to touch the food. 

7- When you're finished with chopsticks, place them in a parallel position across the 

top of the dish or bowl or on a chopstick rest, but never on the table, never 

crossed, and never upright. 

8- Many Asians make eating noises, such as slurping, lip smacking and belching, to 

show their appreciation of food and a compliment for the cook. 

9- Majority of Asians suffer from lactose intolerance and can not digest the lactose 

in cow's milk or dairy products. Eating dairy products can cause stomach pains 

and diarrhea. 

Verbal Expressions 

1- Most people from Asian cultures believe it is disrespectful to be addressed by 

their first name. Younger persons should be especially careful to address older 

persons by their titles or as custom dictates. 

2- In many Asian cultures, people expect to be called according to family 

relationships and not by a name. 

3- Don't assume a married woman has her husband's last name. (Asian husbands 

and wives do not share the same surnames.) 

4- In many Asian traditions, the order of first and last names is reversed. 



Many American idioms are very confusing to new speakers of English because 

they are very literal in their understanding of the language. ("What's up?", 

"How's it going?", "How come?", etc.) 
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APPENDIX C 

VIETNAMESE POPULATION IN AMERICA 

Subject: US Census 2000: Vietnamese Population in U.S. Cities, 2000 

TOP 50 U.S. METROPOLITAN AREAS BY VIETNAMESE POPULATION 
1. Los Angeles-Riverside-Orange County CA CMSA-233,573 people 
2. San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose, CA CMS A - 146,613 
3. Houston-Galveston-Brazoria, TX CMSA-63,924 
4. Dallas-Fort Worth, TX CMSA-47,090 
5. Washington, D.C./VA/MD/WV/PMSA - 43,709 
6. Seattle-Tacoma-Bremerton CMSA 40,901 
7. San Diego, CA MSA-33,504 
8. Boston-Worchester-Lawrence, MA CMSA - 31,325 
9. Philadelphia-Wilmington-Atlantic City, PA/NJ/DE/MDCMSA-24,779 
10. Atlanta, GA MSA-23,996 
11. Sacramento, Yolo, CA MSA - 18,170 
12. Portland-Salem, OR CMSA-17,799 
13. Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN MS A-15,905 
14. Chicago, IL PMSA- 15,894 
15. New Orleans, LA MSA - 14,868 
16. Denver-Boulder-Greeley, CO MSA-13,885 
17. New York City, NY PMSA = 12,040 
18. Phoenix, AZ MSA 10,176 
19. Oklahoma City, OK MSA - 9,628 
20. Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL MSA - 9,318 
21. Austin-San Marcos, TX MSA - 8,641 
22. Orlando FL, MAS A 7,621 
23. Honolulu, HI MSA - 7,392 
24. Wichita, KS MSA-7,284 
25. Charlotte-Gastonia-Rock Hill, NC MSA - 6,033 
26. Stockton-Lodi, CA MSA - 6,032 
27. Grand Rapids-Muskegon-Holland, MI MSA - 5,611 
28. Saint Louis, MO-IL MSA-5,537 
29. Salt Lake City-Ogden, UT MSA - 5,531 
30. Detroit-Flint-Ann Arbor, MI CMSA - 5,237 
31. Kansas City, MO-KS MSA - 5,140 
32. Beaumont-Port Arthur, TX MSA - 4,597 
33. Biloxi-Golfport-Pascagoula, MS MSA - 4,264 
34. Miami-Fort Lauderdale, FL CMSA - 4,080 
35. Greensboro-Winston Salem, NC MSA - 3,782 
36. Lincoln, NE MSA - 3,774 
37. Baton Rouge, LA MSA - 3,640 



38. Baltimore, MD PMSA - 3,616 
39. Hartford, CT MSA - 3,590 
40. Las Vegas, NV MSA - 3,493 
41. Ventura, CA PMSA - 3,308 
42. Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill MSA - 3,274 
43. Memphis, TN MSA - 3,072 
44. Richmond-Petersburg, VA MSA - 3,046 
45. Norfolk-Virginia Beach-Newport News, VA MSA - 3,044 
46. San Antonio, TX MSA-2,973 
47. Harrisburg-Lebanon-Carlisle, PA MSA - 2,649 
48. Jacksonville, FL MSA - 2,625 
49. Cleveland-Akron, OH CMSA - 2,625 
50. Rochester, NY MSA - 2,603 

TOP METROPOLITAN AREAS BY VIETNAMESE POPULATION BY REGION 
EASTERN CITIES 

1. Washington D.C.A^A/MD/WV/PMSA - 43,709 
2. Boston-Worchester-Lawrence MA CMSA - 31,325 
3. Philadelphia-Wilmington-Atlantic City, PA/NJ/DE/MD CMSA - 24,779 
4. New York City, NY PMSA - 12,040 
5. Baltimore, MD PMSA-3,616 
6. Hartford, CT MSA - 3,590 
7. Harrisburg-Lebanon-Carlisle PA MSA - 2,649 
8. Rochester, NY MS A - 2,603 
9. Springfield, MA MSA 2,220 
10. Lancaster, PA MSA - 2,178 

MIDWESTERN CITIES 
1. Miimeapolis-St. Paul, MN MSA - 15,905 
2. Chicago, IL PMSA - 15,894 
3. Wichita, KS MSA 7,284 
4. Grand Rapids-Muskegon-Holland, MI MSA - 5,611 
5. Saint Louis, MO-IL, MSA - 5,537 
6. Detroit-Flint-Ann Arbor, MI CMSA - 5,237 
7. Kansas City, MO-KS, MSA - 5,140 
8. Lincoln, NE MSA - 3,774 
9. Cleveland-Akron, OH CMSA 2,625 
10. Des Moines, lA MSA - 2,588 



SOUTHERN CITIES 
1. Houston-Galveston-Brazoria, TX CMSA - 63,924 
2. Dallas-Fort Worth, TX CMSA - 47,090 
3. Atlanta, GA MSA - 23,996 
4. New Orleans, LA MSA - 14,868 
5. Oklahoma City, OK MSA - 9,628 
6. Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater FL MSA 9,318 
7. Denver-Boulder-Greeley, CO MSA - 13,885 
8. Phoenix, AZ MSA-10,176 
9. Honolulu, HI MSA-7,392 
10. Stockton-Lodi, CA MSA - 6,032 
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APPENDIX D 

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THE 
GOVERNMENT OF THE SOCIALIST REPUBLIC OF VIET NAM AND 

THE OFFICE OF THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER 
FOR REFUGEES (UNHCR) CONCERNING THE DEPARTURE OF 

PERSONS FROM THE SOCIALIST REPUBLIC OF VIET NAM: 
(Source: U.S. State Department 1993) 

Following discussion held in Hanoi between representatives of the Government of the 

Socialist Republic of Viet Nam and a delegation of the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) from 26 February to 5 March and from 25 May to 

30 May 1979, it is agreed that UNHCR will facilitate the implementation of the 12 

January armouncement by the Vietnamese Government to permit the orderly departure of 

persons who wish to leave Viet Nam for countries of new residence. Regarding the 

programme to implement such orderly departure, it is understood that: 

1. Authorized exit of those people who wish to leave Viet Nam and settle in 
foreign countries-family reunion and other humanitarian cases-will be carried out as soon 
as possible and to the maximum extent. The number of such people will depend both on 
the volume of applications for exit from Viet Nam and on receiving countries' ability to 
issue entry visas. 

2. The election of those people who wish to go abroad under this programme 
will, whenever possible, be made on the basis of the lists prepared by the Vietnamese 
Government and the lists prepared by the receiving countries. Those persons whose 
names appear on both lists will qualify for exit. As for those persons whose names 
appear on only one list, their cases will be subject to discussion between UNHCR and the 
Vietnamese Government or the Governments of the receiving countries as appropriate. 

3. UNHCR will make every effort to enlist support for this programme 
amongst potential receiving countries. 

4. The Vietnamese Government and UNHCR will each appoint persormel 
who will closely cooperate in the implementation of this program. 

5. This personnel will be authorized to operate in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City, and as necessary, to go to other places to promote exit operations. 
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6. Exit operations will be effected at regular intervals by appropriate means 
of transport. 

7. The Vietnamese Government will, subject to relevant Vietnamese laws, 
provide UNHCR and the receiving countries with every facility to implement this 
program. 
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO UNHCR PROGRAMS 
FOR INDOCHINESE REFUGEES 

(Contributions pledged and/or paid for 1979, 
including contributions in kind) (in U.S. dollars) 

AS OF SEPTEMBER 30, 1979 
(Source: U.S. State Department 1993) 

GOVERNMENTS 
Australia 3,393,741 
Austria 75,188 
Canada 1,028,956 
Canada (Provincial Govt, of Alberta) 854,701 
China, People's Republic of 973,141 
Denmark 1,889,466 
Finland 1,000,000 
Germany 6,166,037 
Iran 90,000 
Ireland 400,000 
Israel 5,000 
Italy 1,235,006 
Japan 38,000,000 
Netherlands 6,657,812 
New Zealand 209,180 
Norway 1,960,784 
Papua New Guinea 300,000 
Republic of Korea 5,000,000 
Republic of South Africa 50,301 
Spain 50,000 

Sweden 2,544,496 
Switzerland 3,102,354 
Tunisia 5,000 
U.S.A. 41.500.000 
TOTAL GOVERNMENTS 116,441,163 

International Organizations: 
European Economic Community 31,236,678 
Parliament of Europe 1,368,430 
Sovereign Order of Malta 10.000 
TOTAL GOVERNMENTS & INTERNATIONAL 149,056,271 
ORGANIZATIONS 
Private and Other Sources 6,379,223 
GRAND TOTAL 155.435.494 
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APPENDIX F 

ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 

(Source: U.S. State Department, 1993) 

AALCC Asian-African Legal 

Consultative Committee 

CWS Church World Service 

ACNS American Council for 

Nationalities Service 

Disero Disembarkation Resettlement Offers 

APA Anti-Piracy Arrangement DK Democratic Kampuchea 

ARC American Refugee 

Committee 

DPPU Displaced Persons Protection Unit 

ASEAN Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations 

EAO Ethnic Affairs Officer 

ATV Affected Thai Villages EC European Community 

AVS Agency for Volunteer 

Service 

ECIP European Community International Programme 

BCAR British Council for Aid to 

Refugees 

ESL English as a Second Language 

CADP Center for Assistance to 

Displaced Persons 

EVI Especially Vulnerable Individual 

CAMA Christian and Missionary 

Alliance 

FTA France Terre d'Asile 

CARERE Cambodian Resettlement 
and Reintegration 
Program 

FUNCI 
NPEC 

National United Front for an Independent, Neutral, 
Peaceful, and Cooperative Cambodia 

CEIC Canada Employment and 
Immigration Commission 

HIAS Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 

CGDK Coalition Government of 
Democratic Kampuchea 

lATF Interagency Task Force 

CNE Comity National 
d'Entraide 

ICC International Control Commission 

CPA Comprehensive Plan of 
Action 

ICCB International Catholic Child Bureau 

CPAF Cambodian People's 

Armed Forces 

ICEM Intergovernmental Committee for European 
Migration 

CPR Coalition for Peace and 

Reconciliation 

ICG Informal Consultative Group 

CRC Cambodian Red Cross ICK International Conference on Kampuchea 
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CSDPT Coordination of Services 
to Displaced Persons in 
Thailand 

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross 

ILO International Labor 

Organization 

OPS Office for Protect Services 

INS Immigration & 

Naturalization Service 

ORP Orderly Return Programme 

lOM International Organization 

for Migration 

ORR Office of Refugee Resettlement 

IRCC International Rescue 

Committee 

OSRSG Office of the Special Representative of the 
Secretary General of the United Nation for the 
Coordination of Cambodian Humanitarian 
Assistance Programmes 

IRIC Indochinese Refugee 

Information Center 

PERKI 
M 

Malaysian Muslim Welfare Organization 

IRQ International Refugee 

Organization 

PRK People's Republic of Kampuchea 

JVA Joint Voluntary Agency PRPC Philippine Refugee Processing Centre 

KISA Khmer Intelligence 

Security Agency 

PSB Public Security Bureau 

KPNLF Khmer People's National 

Liberation Front 

PSU Provincial Support Unit 

KPRC Kampuchean People's 

Revolutionary Council 

RASRO Rescue at Sea Resettlement Offers 

LIRS Lutheran Immigration & 

Refugee Service 

ROKU Regional Office Kampuchean Unit 

LPDR Lao People's Democratic 

Republic 

ROVR Resettlement Opportunities for Vietnamese 
Returnees 

MAA Mutual Assistance 

Association 

RPG Refugee Policy Group 

MLSW Ministry of Labor & 

Social Welfare 

RRTC Regional Settlement Transit Center 

MOI Ministry of Interior SCORR 
I 

Select Committee on Refugee Resettlement and 
Immigration 

MOLISA Ministry of Labor War 
Invalids and Social 
Affairs 

SNC Supreme National Council 
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NARV Nordic Assistance to 

Repatriated Vietnamese 

SOC State of Cambodia 

NEZ New Economic Zone SRV Social Republic of Vietnam 

NGO Non-governmental 

Organization 

UNBR 
0 

United Nations Border Relief Operation 

NSC National Security Council UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

ODP Orderly Departure 

Program 

UNHC 
R 

United Nations High Commissioner fro Refugees 

OFPRA Office Francais de 
Protection des Refugies et 
Apatrides 

UNICE 
F 

United Nations Children's Fund 

UNRRA United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation 
Administration 

usee United States Catholic 
Conference 

USCR United States Committee 
for Refugees 

VGP Vulnerable Groups 
Programme 

Volag Voluntary Agency 

WFP World Food Programme 

WHO World Health 
Organization 

YMCA Young Men's Christian 
Association 
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APPENDIX G 

ORGANIZATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES 
WHICH WILL ACCEPT CONTRIBUTIONS FOR 

ASSISTANCE TO INDOCHINESE REFUGEES 
(Source: U.S. State Department 1993) 

American Friends Service Committee 
1501 Cherry St. 
Philadelphia PA 19101 

Catholic Relief Services 
1011 First Ave. 
New York NY 10022 

American Baptist Churches 
Board of International Ministries 
Valley Forge PA 19481 

Church World Service 
475 Riverside Drive 
New York NY 10027 

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee 
60 E. 42"'' St. 
NewYoricNY 10017 

International Catholic Migration Commission 
c/o U.S. Catholic Conference 
1312 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
Washington DC 20005 

American Red Cross National Headquarters 
17"'andDSts. NW 
Washington DC 20005 

International Rescue Committee 
386 Park Ave., South 
New York NY 10016 

American Refugee Committee 
310 Fourth Ave., South 
Minneapolis MN 55415 

Lutheran World Relief 
360 Park Ave., South 
New York NY 10010 

C.A.R.E. 
660 First Ave. 
NewYoricNY 10016 

Mennonite Central Committee 
21 South St. 
Akron PA 17501 

Oxfam America 
302 Columbus Ave. 
Boston MA 02116 

U.S. Committee for UNICEF 
331 E.38"'St. 
New York NY 10016 

Save the Children 
48 Wilton Road 
WestportCT 06880 

World Concern 
PO Box 22000 
Seattle WA 98133 

Seventh-Day Adventist World Service 
6840 Eastern Ave. NW 
Washington DC 20012 

World Relief 
1800 K St. NW 
Suite 801 
Washington DC 20006 

Southern Baptist Convention 
Baptist World Alliance 
628 Sixteen St. N.W. 
Washington D.C. 20009 

World Vision International 
P.O. Box "0" 
Pasadena CA 91109 

Synagogue Council of America 
432 Park Ave. South 
New York NY 10016 

Y.M.C.A. 
International Division 
261 Broadway 
New York NY 10007 

U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees 
Region 8, Room C-301 
U.N. Plaza 
New York NY 10017 
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