Understanding Asian Pacific American Students in the Context of Common Core and LCAP
Asian American students are frequently viewed as “The Model Minority” – students who achieve high test scores, tend not to be disciplinary problems, graduate from high school and continue with post-secondary education at higher rates compared to other ethnic groups.  Who are these superior students and what do we know about them?  Even the highest achieving students have educational needs that are largely overlooked and misunderstood.  

Not all Asian and Pacific Islander American (APIA) students are excelling at equitable rates.  Many of the cultural, linguistic, and literacy issues of APIA students are misunderstood or worse yet, overlooked.  In some districts, APIA students are a smaller minority group, and due to the success rates of some APIA ethnicities, the students with more profound educational needs remain under served.  Historical influences, socio-economic factors, and cultural differences have a large impact on the difference in test scores as well as high school graduation rates.  

Whether your district has a handful or a sizeable enrollment of APIA students, it is critical that school board members and district leaders more fully understand the complexity of studying and addressing the academic achievement of ALL APIA students – from the visible highest achieving students to the “below radar” lower achieving APIA students.

This paper will examine the following issues:
· Specific instructional strategies

· Working with parents and community leaders to improve achievement

· Enhanced data collection

· Addressing non-instructional concerns such as gangs, drug use, teen pregnancy, depression, achievement stress
Who are Asian Pacific Islanders?
· 48 different ethnicities
· 300+ languages spoken
· 69% foreign born
· Top 10 States with highest % of AAPI population:  Hawaii, California, New York, Texas, New Jersey, Illinois, Washington, Florida, Virginia, Massachusetts
· Top Counties in CA with high % of AAPIs:  San Francisco, Santa Clara, San Mateo, Orange, Alameda, Los Angeles, Sacramento, Contra Costa
· Largest ethnic groups:  Chinese, Filipino, Indian, Vietnamese, Korean, Japanese
· Other groups:  Thai, Indonesian, Malaysian, Singaporan, Taiwanese; Southeast Asians:  Cambodians, Lao, Laotian, Hmong; South Asians:  Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Burmese; Pacific Islanders:  Guamanian, Hawaiian, Samoan, Tongan, Fijiian, Palauan, Micronesian
Lesser Known Facts
· Hmong have the largest proportion (45%) in the state with less than a high school diploma among all racial/ethnic groups

· About 40% of Cambodians and Laotians have less than a high school diploma, which is double the state rate.

· Over 1/5 of Fijians have less than a high school diploma, which is higher than the state as a whole.

· Pacific Islander students in grades 9-12 have high dropout rates, with about 1/5 estimated to drop out over a 4-year period.

· Over 60% of Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmong over 25 years old have not attended college.

· Over 40% of Vietnamese, Koreans, Hmong, Cambodians, Taiwanese, Chinese, and Laotians report limited English proficiency – which is double the state rate.

· A quarter of Hmong and Cambodians live in poverty, about double the state rate.

· About 1/5 of Tongans live in poverty, more than one and a half times the state rate.

· Tongans have the highest unemployment rate, followed by Samoans, Hmong, Laotian, Cambodian, Guamanians and Native Hawaiians.

Data Collection and Understanding Achievement for API Students

Taken as an aggregate group, Asian, Filipino and Pacific Islander students have varying degrees of educational needs and academic achievement.  Many school district officials will readily recognize the superior educational achievement of many Asian American students – especially Chinese, Korean, Indian (South Asian), Japanese and Vietnamese.  On the other side of the spectrum, drop-out rates for Filipino, some Southeast Asian groups (Hmong, Laotian, Cambodian) and Pacific Islanders parallel those for African Americans and Latinos, especially in urban centers.  For example, the four-year high school drop-out rate for a large urban district in California shows:

4-year High School Drop-Out Rate


Ethnic Group

Females
Males


Asian Americans
F: 15.6%
M:  23.8%  


Pacific Islanders
F: 36.5%
M:  50.4%


Filipinos

F: 32.9%
M:  46.7%


Statewide all ethnic
F: 18.2%
M:  23.9%

Source:  CBEDS 

In this example, Filipino and Pacific Islander students’ drop-out rates far exceed the statewide average.  These students are generally classified as English proficient but may still be below proficiency due to embedded issues with English language literacy.  Poverty, low parental literacy, low employment rates and other issues also serve to impact these particular student groups.  By disaggregating the APIA student populations, educators can more closely learn of discrepancies in achievement for under-represented Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander subgroups.

On the other hand, many Chinese, Korean, Indian and Vietnamese students suffer from a form of “achievement stress” – the need to not only be on track to graduate – but to be the very best in terms of GPA, AP course attainment, and college acceptance.  These students can suffer from psycho-somatic illnesses, depression, and exhaustion due to the high level of academic competition they impose on themselves as well as imposed on them by family members and their respective communities.  This paper addresses cultural imperatives placed on many Asian American students as well as how to address these challenges by working with students and families and local community leaders.

Districts are not required to collect and analyze data in a disaggregated format.  However, if a school district is to better equalize student achievement for all students, disaggregation of data is critically important – for Asian Pacific Islander American students as well as Latino-Hispanic American students.  Due to general differences, the types of concerns and educational issues will vary even within the particular ethnic group.  By establishing better data collection systems, these specific educational needs can be addressed.  There are many reasons given why districts and other agencies do not disaggregate data.  However, not doing so can lead to misleading conclusions and insufficient strategies to improve academic achievement.

Understanding Asian Pacific American Students

“You can’t judge a book by its cover.”  The diversity of AAPI students is so great that it is difficult to develop a typical, one-size fits all approach.  Key variables to understanding Asian Pacific Islander Americans:
· Generation in the U.S. 

· Socioeconomic status of family prior to arriving in the U.S.

· Current socioeconomic status
· Parents’ (father’s) language skills

· Parents’ (father’s) professional status

· Individual student’s place in the family (youngest or oldest)

· Exposure to urban factors (exposure to gangs, drugs, violence)

Studying issues of educational achievement of Asian Pacific Islander students appears to be a “non-issue” on the surface.  Influenced by stereotypes of Asian Americans as the model minority, many do not assume equitability in educational achievement to even be an issue for Asian Americans.  The story of Pacific Islanders varies greatly from Asian Americans.  That stereotype assumes that Pacific Islanders (Polynesians) are large, not academic, but athletic.  Even within the Asian Pacific Islander sub populations, educational achievement varies based on immigration, economic and parental literacy status.  
The following factors describe some of the complex issues involved in understanding the phenomenon of education achievement for the nation’s fastest growing ethnic population:  Asian Pacific Islander Americans.  The sheer diversity of APIAs – countries of origin, history, languages, religions, generations, and customs – makes studying this group both difficult and fascinating.  There are unique concepts that impact the understanding of the achievement variable related to Asian Pacific Islander students, 10 of which are presented below.

1.  The issue of guilt.  There are two major cultural variables that lead to a profound sense of guilt that is inextricably tied to achievement:  shame and indebtedness.  Students fully understand the sacrifices that their parents have made.  The Asian American cultural value of "reciprocity-indebtedness," leaves you always in a debtor status.  Thus, your whole life is dedicated to "repaying" others for what they have done for you.  This, coupled with respect/obedience to family and a strong desire to save face and not bring shame to the family, creates high achieving students who are pushing themselves (and are often times being pushed as well by their parents) to succeed.  They want to succeed to make their parents proud and to repay them for their sacrifices.  If you don't do well in school and don't go on to a prestigious college, you will have shamed the family and failed to honor your parents.  Students who struggle academically are also impacted by guilt as they frequently are not high achievers and believe they have let their parents/family down.
2.  Success is a more complex measurement for APIAs.  For some parents, success simply means trying your best, graduating from high school, and perhaps attending college.  For most Asian American parents (to a much lesser extent, Pacific Islander parents), their expectations are that their sons/daughters will be the very best, will graduate high school with honors (hopefully as valedictorians), and without a doubt will attend college.  However, it isn't enough to attend just "any" college—many Asian Americans feel that they MUST attend the very best. Parents have told their children that UCLA and Berkeley and Stanford are second best; that the very best is Ivy League.  If you meet with almost any group of Asian Americans and list the following grades:  A+, A+, A, A, A- ; they will, without a doubt, report that their parents would say, "Why the A-minus?"  
This notion of achievement stress has a profound, negative impact on students.  There are major concerns about the mental health issues of Asian Pacific American college students because of the pressures they face.  Achievement competition can become almost like an out-of-control, runaway train.  The competition just keeps getting fiercer and there is no turning back.  Unfortunate incidents of suicide, psycho-somatic illnesses, and mental illness have occurred as a result of either actual or perceived achievement stress.  Some students put pressure onto themselves, despite their parents’ openness, because they know the value their parents place on high achievement.
3.  Religious/cultural tie to Confucianism.  APIAs practice different religions but Confucianism is a "cultural" tie.  If you query most Asian Pacific Americans, especially immigrants, they will relate to you specific values and beliefs that are clearly tied to Confucian teachings.  For example, "don't rock the boat"--don't bring attention to yourself, don't impose on others, keep harmony and balance, don't speak out, keep things inside and it will go away; persevere.  These are typical beliefs and behaviors that can be tied back to Confucian teachings regardless of the individual’s personal religious beliefs. 
Clearly, this impacts students as they frequently do not feel comfortable participating in highly-charged classroom debates, shy away from class participation, and do not speak up for themselves if they are bullied, mistreated, misevaluated, or misjudged.  On the surface, this appears as shyness.  However, the reasons are much deeper.
4.  Intra-group Comparison.  Parents compare their kids to other APIAs.  A scene in the movie “The Joy Luck Club” in which the mother complains about having to dust all of her daughter's chess trophies demonstrates her pride in her daughter`s accomplishments, especially compared to other Chinese young girls.  Asian American parents tend not to overtly tell their children what their expectations are.  Rather, they do it by comparing their children to others, or worse yet, by bragging or speaking negatively about others.  
For example, Asian American children are frequently exposed to hearing adult conversations.  "That Patel girl is so smart, she has studied so hard, she has won so many awards, she has made her parents so proud of her, she has been accepted to Harvard, Yale, AND Princeton!"  Versus, "Look at that Chan boy.  He has dyed hair and earrings.  He wears all that black clothing.  He isn't going to college.  How shameful this must be for his family!"  This alone tells the child what he/she should do to make his/her parents proud.  However, because it is implied through discussing other children’s accomplishments, guilt and the need for reciprocity-indebtedness is highly reinforced.
5.  The grapevine.  APIA parents frequently learn about education issues through others and by paying attention to what others do.  The pressure to do the right thing is felt by parents who pass their expectations on to their kids.  The grapevine is so thick, strong, and well-developed, especially in ethnic enclaves, that it produces a strong pipeline to higher education.  To be a good parent, Asian Americans talk about school and college, they learn all they can about what their kids should be doing, even if they don’t quite understand the specific details.  Pacific Islander parents are largely impacted by sports – especially their sons’ abilities to obtain athletic scholarships.   The pay-off for a job well done for APIA parents is being able to share the awards, recognitions, college acceptances and scholarships their children attain.
6.  APIA students compete with APIA students.  It's not enough that their parents put pressure on their children, but APIA students compete with each other.  Breakthrough research at UC Berkeley related to improving the educational success of African American students was developed by observing Asian American students studying collectively.  Asian American students frequently study together, developing what appears to be a supportive group study system.  However, researchers often miss the fact that APIA students may study together, but they are also fiercely competing with one another.  They don't care as much if they do better than other Anglo students, or Latino or African American students.  They care if they do better than other APIA students.  That is their true measure of success.
Within the family unit, competition exists as well.  Students will frequently attempt to better their test scores and college admissions acceptances in order to “better” their accomplishments over their siblings.  Many ethnic media will publish the academic accomplishments of their particular students – showing both ethnic pride as well as subtly reinforcing the competition amongst students within their own ethnic group.  
7.  “Tiger Moms.”  When parents’ personal worth becomes tied to their children’s achievements, the end result can be both successful as well as tragic.  Many Asian parents put inordinate amount of time, money and energy into ensuring that their children have extra tutoring, private music lessons, and attend college entrance exam preparation workshops as early as possible.  “Parenting success” for many APIA parents is measured by how well their children do academically.  A kind of “keeping up with the Joneses” competition develops wherein Asian parents measure what other parents are doing for their children to judge whether they are doing enough and whether they should try to outdo other Asian parents.  Some Asian parents report that they feel guilty if they aren’t enrolling their children in every activity imaginable to support their achievement and college preparation – to not do so would to fail as a parent.  There is considerable pressure to do as much for your kids as others in your ethnic group are doing for their kids.

8.  Pacific Islanders and Latinos.  Pacific Islander Americans have a great deal in common with Latinos.  In fact, in many ways, they are more similar with Latinos than they are with Asian Americans (Chinese, Korean, Indian, Vietnamese, Japanese).  The strong value of "familia" practically supersedes everything else. The strong notion of group ethnocentrism is also prevalent.  Many Latino and Pacific Islander parents desire a college education for their children, but also worry about finances.  This impacts the student, especially females, although desirous, they tend to lower their goals and expectations.  Instead of pushing to get there at all costs (the Asian immigrant way), the Latino and Pacific Islander parents often give it a good try, but sometimes are impacted by a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy as to why college isn't right for them, or why it will be too difficult.  Asian parents fiercely pursue financial aid and scholarships, Latinos and Pacific Islanders are often skeptical and reluctant.  Family emergencies and the need to pay bills frequently take precedence over going to college.
On the surface, largely due to athletics and urban population centers, Pacific Islanders appear to have more in common with African Americans.  This can be seen in dress, language, vocabulary, and music interests.  There are also similarities with the challenges of urban living conditions and challenges, like poverty, unemployment, under-education, gang and drug influences.  

9.  Acculturation and Alteration of the Family Structure.  Many Asian American immigrant families have altered one of their strongest cultural values:  the family.  Parents will not be at home for their children because they will work two to three jobs so that they can have economic self-sufficiency and material goods and to try to live the American dream.  By doing this, their children are raised to value the family, but it is not mirrored for them. Therefore, feelings of guilt, alienation and isolation can be prevalent. The family unit – known to be the strength for Asian Pacific Islanders becomes weakened in the U.S. when economic issues outweigh cultural values.

Economic conditions are one area in which there is a great divide between certain APIA families.  Frequently, the economic pressures on some APIA families may mean that parents are not available to assist students, to attend school events, and to provide the parental nurturing and oversight necessary.  Additionally, it is not uncommon to find APIA students working to help their parents in a small business or service industry after school and on weekends, rather than studying or participating in extra-curricular activities.

10.  “Perpetual Foreigners.”  Many APIAs, even after multiple generations living in the U.S., believe that they are foreigners in America and therefore need to continuously prove themselves in order to gain acceptance.  One way to do that is through academic success, professional careers and other forms of notoriety.  There is great pressure to retain your culture, but also to become American.  To be accepted means that you have to prove yourself by being better or the best.
Complicating this issue even further is the lack of literacy of some APIA students in their native language.  They might speak their native language fluently and predominantly, but if they were born in the U.S. or immigrated at a very young age, they have no literacy skills in their native language – just oral and aural.  In some groups, like Hmong and Cambodian, the parents may/may not have literacy skills in their native language either due to the lack of educational opportunities and/or the impact of war and isolation in their homelands.  Approaches to communicating with APIA parents can never be assumed and must always be multi-dimensional.
These are just some of the cultural factors that impact and influence the thoughts and behaviors of Asian Pacific Islanders related to educational achievement.  Clearly, not all APIAs subscribe to these factors, but for a considerable number, these issues define their existence and their reality.  As educators, we must be aware of the pressures and beliefs of our students and parents in order to be sensitive to cultural values and at the same time to be supportive.  Ramifications from these cultural factors can impact counseling services for students as well as parent education programs.  Heightened awareness will enable educators to be more adept and prepared to meet the needs of their diverse APIA student population.

Asian Pacific Americans and the Common Core
A major shift in implementing the Common Core is a greater focus on deductive reasoning and complex reasoning and the application of acquired knowledge.  A heavy focus on higher level vocabulary and complex use of English language is required in order to demonstrate these abilities.  Instructional methods might alter the structure of the teaching classroom by focusing more on small groups to problem solve, discuss, share ideas, and strategize.   
How does this re-focusing impact Asian Pacific American students?

· English Language Learners:  These students are unfamiliar and reticent with group interactions, language-based discussions, and use of complex language.  Asian immigrant students tend to memorize grammar structure rules and can therefore apply them in certain testing situations.  Their application of the English language is fairly straightforward, and much less free-flowing and expressive.  Many Asian languages lack plurals and pronouns and some lack verbs and tenses making the fluent use of English language difficult.  This, together with a lack of understanding of Asian immigrant students due to their accents, has negative impacts on students’ participation levels.  Bullying frequently takes the form of ridiculing and making fun of students’ spoken English language and accents as well as their dress/attire and other prominent customs (head dress, long skirts, etc.).
The manner in which we provide English instruction often follows a structured approach such that there is automatic repetition rather than targeted intervention.  For example, if certain Asian languages do not have pronouns, plurals or verbs, English language instruction can be targeted based on the particular structure of the student’s own language.  In this way, students don’t need to keep repeating an entire course, but can receive instruction that addresses their specific language issues.
· 1.5 Generation:  This term refers to students who were born abroad but moved to the U.S.  Frequently, these students report that they are not fully fluent or literate in either their native language or English.  These students appear to be more acculturated than recent immigrants, yet they still are challenged by English language development issues.  More than likely, their parents continue to speak their native language at home.  The students more than likely understand their native language more than they can speak it or write it.  These students’ educational challenges are often overlooked due to their uniqueness.
· Class Participation:  despite frequently being listed as high achievers, APIA students frequently do not participate in discussions due to cultural teachings that encourage students not to speak up, not to challenge, not to raise questions, not to put themselves out in front of others.  Thus, Asian immigrant students and Pacific Islander students are quite reticent to speak up freely and to voluntarily participate.  Many shy away from stepping into leadership roles, especially when there is a majority of non-APIA students.  Pacific Islander students frequently do not participate in group discussions and projects for fear of not understanding or looking foolish.  They are very reluctant to ever ask for help.

· Focus on Group Processes and Problem Solving:  Although many APIA students study in groups, they are frequently reluctant to fully participate in organized group study in a heterogeneous group.  With the emphasis on more group processing and application of problem solving strategies, many APIA students may shy away from participation.  However, if they are to be judged, graded, and assessed via small group interaction and problem solving, this can cause great anxiety and potentially inaccurate measurements of students’ abilities.
· Math and Science:  Traditionally, by and large, Asian Americans excel in math and science for a variety of reasons.  First of all, it is fairly analytical and unambiguous -- something that is much easier to grasp if the student is an English learner.  Secondly, many Asian countries emphasize and value math and science education to a higher degree than the U.S.  Thirdly, many Asian American parents have excelled in math and science and believe that this is the path to academic and economic success.  However, not all APIA students have the penchant for and natural aptitude for math education.  The pressure and expectations to excel in math and science for an Asian American student is immense and can create an extremely stressful situation.  Due to the lack of educational development in math and science in Polynesian countries, many Pacific Islanders do not naturally gravitate toward undertaking advanced study in these areas.
School district leaders must remain aware of the performance of APIA students on SBAC and look deeper at the nuances in academic performance.  School board members and district officials need to be cognizant of language barriers that are largely influenced by cultural differences and the impact of these things on student achievement and performance on the SBAC as part of Common Core.  Asian American parents will largely focus on math skill development over English language, mostly because they do not know how to help their children develop those higher level English language skills.  Pacific Islander parents will rarely participate and even more rarely will they ask any questions.  Many do not understand the level of fluency and literacy of Pacific Islanders and Filipinos – assuming that they are from English-dominated cultures and failing to recognize the lack of higher order language skills development.
Asian Pacific Americans and LCAP

“The squeaky wheel gets the grease.”  This is the “American” version and premise of speaking up, participating, and vocalizing your concerns and preferences.

“The loudest duck gets shot.”  This symbolizes the Asian Pacific American thought process of participating, responding and vocalizing concerns and preferences.

Therefore, many Asian Pacific Americans either will not participate in LCAP parent/community meetings, or not directly share their concerns.  Specific and intentional approaches will need to be taken in order to respectfully approach and receive input from Asian and Pacific Islander parents.  It is important to note that a gathering of all APIA parents may not yield the best results.  However, a stratified approach that takes into account the linguistic and cultural differences between particular APIA ethnic groups is more advisable.  This may mean putting in more effort to plan and organize LCAP input meetings. 
Working with and partnering with community leaders and organizations is important to validate the sincerity of outreach efforts and to reinforce attendance and participation.  APIAs generally do not speak out about their concerns or needs in a public setting and rarely address a school board or superintendent.  However, if provided the opportunity within their own communities, the amount of concerns and requests expressed can be surprising and startling.  APIA parents will frequently express concerns about the lack of sensitivity toward them by school staff, the lack of translated materials for their particular languages, and the lack of a strictly run school.

Conclusion
Although Asian Pacific Islander Americans rarely make up the majority ethnic group in a given school or district and although the Model Minority Myth perpetuates, school board members must assist their districts in addressing the varied and specific needs of Asian and Pacific Islander American students, their parents and their communities.  Just because some of the statistics appear not to warrant special attention, it would be a tragedy if Asian and Pacific Islander students’ needs were over-looked or omitted just because of their smaller numbers or stereotyped misassumptions.  By having consciously aware school board members, the needs of Asian and Pacific Islander students can be addressed in a more productive and effective manner.
Understanding Asian and Pacific Islander American Students – Audrey Yamagata-Noji, Ph.D.
Page 8

