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Abstract

The Persistence of Second-generation Cambodianiganer

College Students: A Qualitative Study

Nikum Pon

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Professor Michael S. Knapp
College of Education

This qualitative study seeks to investigate anresitng and understudied case of the persistence
and retention of immigrant students in postsecondducation. Specifically, the study examines
the way family dynamics of second-generation Camnodollege students influence their
success in postsecondary education. Currently, naicthe academic literature examining
Southeast Asian Americans concentrates on othaicetmioups besides Cambodians, who are
less numerous in education, and pays little attento the unique convergence of family,
cultural, and historical forces and conditions #&ypin these young adults’ educational
experience in the United States. Therefore, th@qse of this research is to build on previous
works that are similarly related to the issues atd) and to develop a deeper, more nuanced
understanding of the educational trajectory of ¢hgsung people, with the ultimate hope of

improving their educational experiences. In additio field observations on the college campus,



twelve semi-structured interviews with six secomagration Cambodian American students and
at least one of their parents or guardians werd tesexplore how family dynamics contribute to

the students’ progress through college toward thilergraduate degree.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

P 0 1Y 1 = X AT |

List Of TableS and FIQUIES. . ... ..t it e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeee e Vil
ot L0111 =T o o 1= o | SRR viii
[0 7<To [ o= 1] iX
Preface: Personal NaITatiVe. . .......oooiui i e e e e e 1

Chapter 1: The Research Problem: The Retention of @&mbodian Immigrant

S 110 [T £ S 6
Locating Cambodian Americans in a Broader Specwbiimmigrants....................... 7
College Retention Theories and The Cambodian AvaerStudent........................... 11

Where Conventional Retention Theories Fall Short.............ccoooiiii i, 12

Towards a More Culturally Appropriate Retentiomedry...............ccovevvevennns 18

College Experience of Cambodian Immigrant Stuslent............................. 23
FOCUS fOr RESEAICH. .. ... e e e e e e e e e e e et eaeaaaes 25

Rationale for the Study..........cooii i e B

Chapter 2: Framing Ideas and Informing Literatures.. : NG Y24
Framing the Research Problem Within Nested Ecoat@ystems ............................ 32
Acculturation and ACCUltUrative StreSS.......cooi it s e e e 34
L0111 = L 7T o =T g o 37

Dissonance in the Interactions Within The Family..................ooo . 38
Navigating Immigrant Youth CUlture.............coooiiii i e e 40
Dissonance in Interactions Within the School............cccco o, 42
Conceptual FrameWOrK. .. ... e e e e e e e e e 46

Chapter 3: Study Design and Methods............ccceviiiiii i e e e 0048

Research Settings and PartiCipantS...... ..o i e e s e e 49

Data Sources and Data Collection...............ccoviii i i e e s e20 22 D1

Data Analysis APProach. ... .. ..o 55

Data Quality and LimitationNS. .. .....c.vue it e e e e e v ee e ee e e e e aaeene e anes 59
Chapter 4: Findings — The Meaning of Persistencenithe Context of Family and

(0] 11T o1 63

Within-Case Analysis: Portraits of PersistanCe.........cc.oovovvi i e e 63

YU oY= 1 o R o X
[N TT0T0] [P o 1<

Y= Y PP 71
T 74
SANAY .. e e 78
Veronica.. P < X §
Cross-Case AnaIyS|s Semlotlc Square AnaIyS|s ............................................ 84

Family Dynamics: Obligations, Expectations, arttlé€d Conditions.................. 84



Vi

Acculturative Strategies in the Pre-College Years....co...cooviiiiiiiiiiininne 90
Post-secondary Context: College Campus ClimateCamditions..................... 94
Negotiation Between Two Worlds: Evolving Accultuvat Strategies.................. 96
Chapter 5: Conclusion and IMpPlCAtIONS. .......ccoviii i 103
Summary of Main FINAINGS ... ceu ce v e e e e e e e e e e 104
What These Findings Say about Understanding Retenfia Particular Immigrant
] (0] o P 106
Alternative INterpretationsS. ... .. ..ot e e e e e e e e e 110
Unanswered Questions and Directions for FurtheseReeh..................cccenl0 113
How the Study Informs College Support SyStems.........cooce i 114
Epilogue: Reflections on the Researcher’'s Persondburney...............cccvvvieinnvenennen. 116

RO O N CES. . .. L 27

Appendix A. INtErvieW ProtOCOL. ........oooii i e e e e e e e 132
Appendix B. Direct Observational ProtoCOl...............vuomee e e e 135



vii

List of Tables and Figures
Table 3.1: Research Questions by Data Source............c.ccocvviiiiiiiicci i iieieeeeeen 2004
Figure 3.1: Semiotic Square as an Analytic Frame. ..o 57
Table 3.2: Matrix of Research Questions by Possibleutcomes Suggested by the Semiotic

00 U= PPN o

Table 4.1: Family and Acculturative Strategies In Pe-College Years..............ccoveneene. 85
Table 4.2: Family Background........ ..o e e e e e 87
Table 4.3: Comparison of College Climate and Condidns.............cccovvvviiiiiiiiiiiennenn, 95

Table 4.4: Navigating the Two Worlds of Home and Cltege.............cooeviiiii i, 97



viii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I never imagined myself live past 25 years of dgealone, finishing my PhD degree.
There are too many people in my life to give thattksirst, | am forever indebted to my oldest
sister, who pushed me toward academic achievenmehedighest level. Although she passed
away from breast cancer during my doctoral studies, life continues to inspire me as she
finished her bachelor's degree and visited our Hantk Cambodia, during the same year she
passed away. Second, | want to thank my mom wleal lttarough genocide and overcame many
obstacles and challenges in trying to begin a ril@arl a new land while raising seven children,
in which | will always remember her sacrifice andrgeverance. Third, | want to thank my
church community, Mars Hill Church Rainier Valleyho supported, encouraged, and prayed
for me during my tenure as a graduate studentllinever forget their sacrifice of love and
generosity. Fourth, | would like to thank the comnmty of scholars in the College of Education.
There are too many to recognize as the list rafrges the past and present staff at the Office of
Minority Recruitment and Retention to my amazingrids and colleagues. Fifth, | would like to
thank the faculty in the College of Education amgbesvisory committee, specifically, Marty
Howell, Mike Knapp, James Antony, Manka Varghesel @racy Harachi. Thank you for your
support, encouragement, mentorship, and guidarspecally, thank you for believing in me.
Sixth, to the second-generation Cambodian Amerstadents who opened their stories to me, |
hope this study captures your experiences accurdibbnk you for sharing your life with me
and with those who read this study. Lastly, | wanthank my wife, Jessica Lee Malfitana Pon,

who has been a source of encouragement to me duerigst phase of my dissertation.



DEDICATION
To the Cambodian community locally, nationally, amigrnationally, especially those who lost
loved ones during “The Killing Field,” including nfgther, grandparents, and relatives. Also, to
my beloved oldest sister, Sothida Nov, who will @eknow how much of an impact you had on

my life.



Preface: Personal Narrative

By the late 1970s through early 1980s, Cambodiat Weough a period of unrest that
resulted in a civil war fused with turmoil and reamts of the Vietham War. Many Cambodians
fled Cambodia to escape the tyranny of Pol Pogiame (dominated by the Khmer Rouge), and
the genocide that happened afterwards, also kn@ahe ‘Killing Field’. Ultimately, Pol Pot
wanted to create a classless agrarian societydmyng everyone in concentration camps to work
in the fields for at least 14 hours a day withdifiood or rest. He executed the educated class to
rid the country of any signs of Western influencks.a result, an estimated 2 million or more
Cambodians lost their lives. In this period of eilmte and chaos, education for the general
population of Cambodians was out of reach becabse Khmer Rouge made sure that
“...intellectuals were dishonored as devotees of iforerule and bourgeois civilization”
(Weinberg, 1997, p. 160), and since most Cambodves® forced into labor camps to do
manual labor, few ever had the chance to be edilicaut they fled the country. In due course, a
huge number of Cambodians emigrated to Americaehgyees; most of these refugees were
peasants and farmers with very little formal ediecata crucial factor in how their children
would do in American schools.

My own story illustrates the pattern dramaticaBgfore “Year Zero,” a term coined by
Pol Pot, life in Cambodia was typical for our fagniWe lived in Battambang, where my father
was a high school teacher. My older siblings wenst¢hool and my mother took care of the
house. My mother had the duty of raising six claeildrShe did have thirteen in all, but seven
died at a very young age due to miscarriages oresfurm of illnesses. For some apparent
reason, all seven were boys. Year Zero referrethédoeginning of the “Killing Field,” which

spanned from 1975 to 1979. As part of this atro@tyleast 50 of my relatives had already been



killed prior to my birth. Among these were my fathall of my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and
cousins.

In 1979, my mother was pregnant with me. A few rherater, the soldiers found out my
father’s identity. With some help from one of hiehds, he and his friends fled to Thailand. As
they got to the border of Thailand, my father dedido come back for his family. My family
resided in the village of Nikum, which was transfied into a concentration camp during the Pol
Pot regime. When my father got to the village, hew his time had come to an end. These were
his last words to my mother - if | was to be bomgird name me Paula-nikum. If | came out to be
a boy, he wanted me to be named Nikum after ourehwoittage as a remembrance of our
struggles. Soon after that conversation, the s@deame and took him to the field to be
executed. That was the last time anybody saw ofatiner.

After a few short months had passed, the Vietnamekiers invaded Cambodia from
the East. As rumors of the Viethamese soldiersagmbring north central Cambodia, the whole
village was in chaos. Everybody from the villagedfito the monastery to hide. My mother and
older siblings followed the crowd towards the mdens What seemed to be a misfortune turned
into a blessing as my mother fell into a big ditity. older siblings and my Godfather helped her
out of the ditch. We found out much later thattiaise who hid in the monastery were executed.
As soon as my mother got out of the ditch, she idiately felt some contractions and went into
labor. She was carried into my Godfather’s hut. dijer siblings traveled across the village and
nearby villages to look for a maidservant to delivee. My Godfather and his wife ended up
delivering me that night. Because of great compboa they thought my mother would not have
survived the night. Everyone thought | was deaceréfore, they placed me in the corner of the

hut and focused on taking care of my mother. Whemrdarrived, my mother had survived the



night. To their amazement, | survived the nightwadl. They took me from the corner and
brushed some ants off of my body.

We stayed in the village for another two weekslun§ mother regained some strength.
We had to make a decision. If we were to stay ewilage, we would be immediately executed
if found by the Khmer Rouge or Vietnamese soldi#rae tried to flee to Thailand, there would
be little chance of making it to the Thai refugeenps. In the northern region of Cambodia near
the border of Thailand lies a field of land min&With the invasion of the Viethamese and
traveling through the vast jungle on a journey tloatte would take three to seven days, and the
chances of survival would be slim to none. Nevdeg® we decided to try to escape.

We traveled during the night and hid during the dayve would not be seen by anyone.
As the last day approached, the weather was treachas it rained heavily. We had to travel
through the mud and across water that was waigt. dag@ring the early afternoon of the last day,
my body froze and turned purple. Everyone thought$ dead. Because of the exhaustion from
the journey and the emotional buildup, they wanted mother to leave me in the field. She
refused to leave me in the place where my fatherexacuted, but instead wanted to bury me in
a new land. The journey continued with my mothemysag me in her arms. In the late
afternoon, we reached a vast field with no covexing the middle of the field a big plastic bag
was found to place me. If | didn’t die of hypothéaml still could have died from suffocation.
We finally reached the border of Thailand as nigpproached. The crossing into the new
territory gave my family a sigh of relief. The raseased for a moment as they built a fire. My
family and my Godfather took the plastic bag andraal it. As they prepared to bury me, the
Lord breathed that breath of life into me and ldbhed again. Everyone knew it was a miracle.

Instead of mourning, they rejoiced!



Although | was blessed to be alive, from the s®tield by my mother and siblings,
refugee camp bore a strong resemblance to the mwatten camp. Families were placed in
sections enclosed by high fences. Due to a hisibwyar between Cambodia and Thailand, the
Thai soldiers treated the Cambodian refugees har$here were instances where some of the
Thai soldiers killed some of the Cambodian men @méd the women. My sisters and brother
would have to carefully sneak out of the camp @ niarket to buy and sell food to feed the
family. This went on for about two years. Fortumhgteny Godfather knew how to speak
English. When it came time to fill out sponsorspgperwork, he helped us to fill it out properly.
Our first choice was the United States and our s@eeas France. We rejoiced when we found
out that our paperwork had gotten approved and wesvon our way to America. | often
wondered how different life would be if we had besronsored to France instead of the United
States. | am glad that the sovereignty of God EtbuAmerica.

We were sponsored to live in Rochester, Minnesdtar living in the refugee camp for
two years. While living in Rochester, the earliegmory occurred when | was three years old.
My family and | were at Rochester Airport in Miniés awaiting my aunt, uncle, and cousins’
arrival. | can’t remember specific family membersomvere present. But, | do remember staring
out the window as | stood in awe of the airplarigsd in and out of the runway. | stood there
mesmerized by the airplanes. Not paying any atiantvhen | turned around, everyone was
gone. | scanned the area, but there were no sfighsm. Once | realized | was left behind, |
cried and cried as | wandered around the airporiGBd’s grace, two female flight attendants,
one Black and one White, came to my rescue. Botle gentle and showed great compassion as
they comforted me. Both kindly walked and introdiioge to one of the captains. While they

were trying to locate my family, | got to wear ttegptain’s hat and he bought me peanut M&Ms.



To this day, peanut M&Ms are my favorites! Finakyter what seemed to be an eternity, my
family came back and got me. My brother claimead®e to my rescue, but | have no
recollection of him doing so. | couldn’t remembertning else about Rochester besides going
to pre-school even when it snowed outside. My osilelings had to work as cleaners in the hotel
to support the family, and the younger siblings bBhdd to attend school. If we were not in
school, all I can recall was being left alone taypbutside of our apartment with my cousins and
other Cambodian children.

After three years in Rochester, we moved to Tacdeshington, in part to escape the
extreme weather, but mainly because my older giblfound employment. Throughout my
childhood and adolescent years, because we liviteiprojects of Tacoma and the tragic
experiences my family had gone through, | expeedrecdownward progression towards a loss
of identity and a sense of hopelessness. | grein ppverty with endless family conflicts, in
which | fell into a deep depression at a young &geaddition, most of my friends were members
of street gangs, and | was on my way to becomirggafthem. The only bright spot in my life
was my ability to perform well in academics despite disadvantages.

Education allowed me to escape the horrid life prodyided me the opportunity to live
the life | had always dreamt about. | have beetufate to be alive and have given the
opportunity to escape the cycle of poverty andenck. As a result, | want to give others the
same opportunities, especially the people of Camabddhus, the ultimate reason for the birth of

this research.



Chapter 1

The Research Problem: The Retention of Cambodian

Immigrant College Students

Postsecondary education has played a vital roteanistory of America. By the early
1900s, across the country there were 110,000 dsidattending over 1,000 institutions
(Seidman, 2005). By the that time, the nation hacbme firmly industrialized and increasingly
urban, both of which increased the need for collegigcation as a means of producing managers
and professionals to run the increasingly organaad complex work of the nation. By the mid-
1900s, there were over 2 million students in ove80Q colleges. And, by the 1970s,
approximately 11 million students enrolled acrossnyn types of institutions, in which
institutional leaders began to seriously think dlibe retention issue (Seidman, 2005). A report
by American College Testing stated that 25.9% pdroé freshmen at four-year institutions
nationwide do not return to school the followingageln addition, at highly selective institutions
the dropout rate had been 8 percent, and at lésstige institutions it had been as high as 35
percent; where as, at open-enrollment institutitims,departure rate had been nearly 50 percent
(Seidman, 2005). In short, across the spectrumighfeln education, institutions were failing to
keep large numbers of students in postsecondargaéidn, especially in the least selective
institutions.

As the number of students in higher education, @afpe immigrant students, continued
to increase, the issue of retention became morgleonand in need of further examination. And
the growth of the immigrant population in youngerays means that the postsecondary situation

is likely to continue and even worsen. For instanog 2005, there were over 35 million



immigrants residing in the U.S., making up 12.4cpaet of the total U.S. population. This means
a significant proportion of the population of statein public school is comprised of immigrant
students. Immigration accounts for virtually all tdfe national increase in public school
enrollment over the last two decades. Schoolirgarsicularly important for immigrant students.

For them, it is the first sustained, meaningfuld @mduring participation in an institution of the

new society. Today, increasingly immigrant childrepend more time in schools than ever
before in the history of the United States. Thamfd is imperative to explore issues of retention
among immigrant students.

The immigrant student retention phenomenon is cemy@nd the number and diversity
of immigrant groups in the US complicates the peablfor scholarship even further. These
groups come to the United States and to educatinstilutions with different histories, cultures,
social and family resources, and community conoasti To understand the way these matters
operate in the educational trajectories of immigistndents means paying attention to particular
immigrant groups, and to consider the possible umigatterns that may emerge as they
encounter educational institutions in a foreigndla@ne of the least studied and understood of
these groups are Cambodian Americans. This resedlicfocus on college retention of these
Southeast Asian immigrants with a special focus@crond-generation members of this group.
Second-generational status refers to students wdhamative born in the United States with at

least one foreign-born parent.

Locating Cambodian Americans in a Broader Spectrum

of Immigrants



Before we deal specifically with the college retentphenomenon of second-generation
Cambodian-American immigrant students, some distins among the major Asian American
ethnic groups will help to locate and at the saime bring into focus this group. This is
necessary, as the identity of Cambodian-Americassoften been embedded within the broader
category of “Asian Americans,” which makes theipesxence invisible to educators, scholars,
and the general public.

According to the national data from the Cooperatinstitutional Research Program
Freshman Survey administered by the UCLA Higherdation Research Institute (2007), Asian
Americans are currently the fastest growing seofothe US college-going population. From
1980-81 to 2000-01, Asian Americans’ total enrolimgrew from 286,000 to 978,000 (Hune,
2006). Furthermore, the total Asian American popoia in the United States consists of
approximately 4 percent, while in U.S. higher edioca Asian Americans make up
approximately 5.9 percent of total enrollment (Leee, Mok, & Chih, 2009). Although Asian
Americans thus appear to be overrepresented irehggucation, this fact does not represent the
reality for the full range of Southeast Asian stuide Quite frequently, Asian American students
are stereotyped as a uniformly successful minguibup. This phenomenon of depicting Asian
American students as achieving at a high scholsstal has been conceptualized and coined in
a term called the “Model Minority Myth”. Implicatries rooted in this myth present a misleading
picture of the educational experiences of all Asfanerican students — not all are uniformly
successful academically, not all can “make it axrtown” without help from others, and not all
are equally and strongly motivated to succeed. Tsperception is compounded by the fact
that, all too often, statistical data on Asian Armo&ns are aggregated into a monolithic category

that masks the salient differences and similariéigeong Asian American ethnic groups. This



tendency has detrimental consequences for SoutAsst immigrant students — such as forms
of invisibility and inaccessibility to academic fqut and services (Weinberg, 1997). We will
now explore some of these differences in the nesti@n.

These misperceptions in higher education sphexeaaeflection of a larger pattern in
society at large. There, Asian Americans are uguadimbined into a monolithic category in
society without recognizing the diversity and dhsti characteristics within each ethnic group.
Yet, according to the 2000 US Census, 48 ethniegoaies are identified under the umbrella of
“Asian American and Pacific Islander.” These categobecome even further diversified when
multi-ethnic and racial combinations are considered

Following the Vietham War, immigrants and refugéesn Southeast Asia flooded the
scene in America. Based on data from the Officenwhigration Statistics — US Department of
Homeland Security, admittance into the US who agifrom each country with refugee status
consists of 88.3 percent Laos, 52.4 percent Camaboaid 50.1 percent Vietham. Their
subsequent experiences in America have been unimpib, from each other and from other
Asian ethnic groups, and the circumstances of deival, as sudden refugees from a war zone,
have meant that they had to meet greater challetitggs other Asian ethnic groups. For
example, poverty is one of the major barriers Seagh Asian immigrant families must face in
their day-to-day life. According the 2000 US CenBuseau, 29.3 percent of Cambodians, 18.5
percent of Laotians, and 16.6 percent of Viethanreskee US are living below the poverty line,
compared to other Asian groups such as Chinesé (#cent), Koreans (14.6 percent), Asian
Indians (9.8 percent), and Filipinos (6.3 perce®s manufacturing jobs, the traditional
occupation for immigrants, quickly dwindle in th&lJservice sector jobs are becoming a more

likely source of income. Like other Americans whevé few workplace skills, many immigrants
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find themselves at the lower end of the socioecaadmerarchy and often face a life of poverty.
Additionally, immigrant parents from these backgrdsi may have little understanding of or
ability to negotiate the educational system or ofystems for their children. Immigrant children
often must serve as linguistic and cultural trastafor their parents who lack adequate English
language abilities. As a result, it is extremelfficult for Southeast Asian immigrant
communities to move upward economically (Nationa@nnission on Asian American and
Pacific Islander Research in Education, 2008).

Another clear distinction between Asian Americang &outheast Asian immigrants is
the glaring difference between their educationshimments at the postsecondary level. For
instance, educational attainment of bachelor’'s eegor higher among all Southeast Asian
groups in the U.S. are 9.2 percent for Cambodianspercent for Laotians, and 19.4 percent for
Vietnamese; compare to 48.1 percent for Chinesd g8rcent for Koreans, 63.9 percent for
Asian Indians, and 43.8 percent for Filipinos. @®planation for the low educational attainment
of Southeast Asians is the US merit system whamelifss with high educational and cultural
capital generally push their children into advandedrees and the professions, especially among
immigrant families seeking to gain a foothold irethighly competitive American system.
Immigrants who are not professional elites in theative countries, or who come from
impoverished rural areas of Asia and the Pacifigmohave little human and cultural capitals to
transfer to the information and financial driveroeomy of the US (National Commission on
Asian American and Pacific Islander Research incatlan, 2008). The lack of cultural capital
of Southeast Asian families, and of Cambodian Aaozarifamilies in particular, points to a
potentially important point of investigation in thetention phenomenon.

Now that Southeast Asian immigrants and other com#sian American groups have
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been clearly distinguished, we will turn our attent specifically to second-generation
Cambodian college students. And as the above tatatisave suggested, Cambodian-American
are more different from the norm than other Sowhéeian groups, in terms of educational
attainment and living in poverty. Academic liten@uthat discusses the experiences of
Cambodian immigrants in education remains quitents&ven though this field of study
continues to grow. A majority of Cambodian immigiaare still affected by low educational
attainment rates, poverty, and other socio-econochiallenges. By 2009, the Cambodian
American population in the US was at approxima@ly,000. It is estimated that 38.5% of
Cambodian American adults ages 25 and over digyramtuate high school and 65.8% of them
have no postsecondary education (National CommmssioAsian American and Pacific Islander
Research in Education, 2011). In part, their d#fexes from other Southeast Asian groups are a
matter of degree, with Cambodian Americans moretefguaffected by socio-economic
challenges than other groups. But in addition,caltin they share common struggles with many
immigrants from Southeast Asia, the issues are mMmednmuch more due to a history of

genocide in Cambodia.

College Retention Theories and the Cambodian
American Student
The social location of Cambodian American immigrdargely refugee) families among
the spectrum of Southeast Asian groups and indkess@an American ethnic groups sets the
stage for a closer look at the college retentiomadyics of second-generation Cambodian
Americans. The definition of retention in postsetany education is complex and multifaceted.

It deals with the institutional and personal lewghere “retention” is an institutional measure
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and “persistence” is a student measure (Seidmdif)2@ Persister is defined as a student who
enrolls in college and remains enrolled until degrempletion. In contrast, a student who leaves
the college without earning a degree and nevermetis a Non-Persister. Institutional retention
is the measure of the proportion of students whmoare enrolled at the same institution from
year to year. Other types of retention include:t&ysc retention, retention within a major or
discipline, and course retention. Systemic retentiocuses on the student and deals with
tracking them as it accommodates the frequent oecae of transfer or reenrollment at another
campus, in another state, or in another institafidype. Retention within a major or discipline
takes a more limited view of the topic by viewingtantion within a major area of study,
discipline, or specific department. The smallest ohanalysis with respect to retention is that
measured by course completion. Since this studiytésested in students’ graduation in higher
education, the definition of systemic retentionlwé used for the purpose of this paper.
Furthermore, within the patterns of systemic retenapparent for individual Cambodian
American students, the study will focus on indivatlpersistence, and will seek to understand

this individual persistence from the students’ pecdive.

Where Conventional Theories of Retention Fall Short

Tinto’'s seminal work on retention (1993) feature® tconceptual lenses - The Rites of
Passage and Egotistical Suicide. The Rites of Bassacompasses the stages of separation,
transition, and incorporation. Each serves to modesiduals from youthful participation to full
adult membership in society (p. 92). According tmtd (1993), “For most high school
graduates, the passage to college is a movemeantylathful associations to more mature ones,

and for many adults returning to college it fredlerentails a shift from one pattern of
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association with family, employers, and friendatmther” (p. 94). During stage orsgparation
requires individuals to disassociate themselvesyarying degrees, from membership in the
communities of the past, most typically those aisdéed with the family, the local high school,
and local areas of residence. While in stage tramsitionis a period of passage between the old
and the new norms (p. 97). In Tinto’s perspectitre, degree of change it entails depends on a
number of factors, among them the degree of diffie@ebetween the norms and patterns of
behavior associated with membership in past comtiesrand those required for integration into
the life of the college. It should be noted that Htope of the transition also hinges upon the
degree to which individuals have already begurptioeess of transition prior to formal entry (p.
97). Stage threéncorporation integrates students into the communities of tikege (p. 98).
Tinto’s other conceptual lens, Egotistical suicidethat form of “suicide,” which arises
when individuals are unable to become integrated astablish membership within the
communities of society (p. 101). In other words|ufe to become integrated and establish
membership means students are likely to drop ofdréegraduating from college. This lens
provides a way of understanding how colleges, csagdras they are of differing social and
intellectual communities, come to influence thevieg of their students (p. 104). The model
posits that, other things being equal, the lowex tlegree of one’s social and intellectual
integration into the academic and social commusitiethe college, the greater the likelihood of
departure (p. 116). Furthermore, other things benpggal, the greater the contact among students
the more likely individuals are to establish soaald intellectual membership in the social
communities of the college and therefore the mitiedyl they are to remain in college (p. 118).
Although Tinto’s retention theory is widely citedmang retention scholars, others

critiqued his work by expanding on his theory tmpde greater explanatory power. For
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instance, John, Cabrera, Nora, and Asker (200@) $inong economic influences on students’
persistence. They state, “It has been revealedsthdents’ perceptions of their ability to pay are
integral to the commitments students make to thestitutions.” Furthermore, students’
perceptions of their ability to pay “can influeniteir academic performance and the extent and
nature of their academic integration.” Accordingthese scholars, they show that academic
integration is much more complex than Tinto hadseneéed. While these scholars use an
economic model, another scholar, William Tiernepss-examines Tinto’s model from a critical
theory perspective. He closely looks at student® wiere considered “at risk” of college
departure. He defines these at-risk students asnoeme, urban Black, and Hispanic students.
He further explains that departure depends “orettient to which the identities of such students
are affirmed and incorporated into the culturescolfeges and universities. Tierney strongly
believes that colleges and universities need toifjmatie cultures of their institutions to
accommodate individuals or groups of students whaarisk of departure.

While these retention theories have wide curremcyigher education research, they
don’t work particular well in the case of the Cardiam American immigrant student. One of the
major flaws in Tinto’s model, especially when thetarally applied to Cambodian immigrant
students, is his notion of separation and integnatihe assumption behind separation is that a
Persister must leave his/her old world behind gteoto be successful in college. In other words,
for Cambodian immigrant students to separate theesérom their families and communities,
assumes or implies that their “old world” is cuélly deficient, or otherwise an obstruction to
their advancement in education and ultimately Aoeari society. Historically, this notion of
separation echoes what took place in Native Amerlmaarding schools in the late 1800s and

early 1900s where many Native American studentevi@iced by U.S. officials to “separate”
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themselves from their family to spend their primang adolescent life in boarding schools to be
educated the ways of Western ideals (Takaki, 2008).purpose of the separation was to reduce
or eliminate any family influences on Native stutdetoward Native American ways. Yet, in the
case of Cambodian Americans at least, the “homeraamty” and family ties may be a source
of psychological nourishment, identity, and segunt what has been an extremely insecure,
even threatening world. In such a circumstances juist as likely that separation called for by
Tinto’s theory might make the immigrant studenslescure, more confused about who they are
and where they fit.

Furthermore, the concept of integration assumesuguah acceptance by both the
institution and the student. The two entities ekat each other through an asymmetrical power
dynamic, which places the onus on the studentaptacliltural norms of the entity that holds the
power, the institution, rather than the other waeguad. The institution and its culture reflects
those in a position of power — typically, peopleondre White, heterosexual, male, middle-class,
and holding Judeo-Christian values. For reasonsdteaboth obvious and subtle, Cambodian
American immigrant students may feel alienated faymsimply not aligned with these attributes
of those in power, and hence feel placed in a deevared position.

As a result, Tinto’s Retention model doesn’t appBil to minority students, in this case,
Cambodian immigrant students. In short, Tinto netgleéhe cultural aspect of retention, and
along with it the ethnic group in a question briwgsh it a particular history of oppression or
trauma, which might affect the students’ experieateollege, sense of identity and purpose,
and so on. In essence, Tinto’s concept of integnaaimounts tassimilation which necessitates
a process of separation, a cultural adaptation riguires minority individuals to break away

from their traditions, customs, values, language, @. 128). If this is the case, then it's nearly
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impossible for Cambodian immigrant students to sgpahemselves completely from their “old
world” and become integrated into the new world afdominant host country culture.

Unfortunately for those whose skin color is not Whithe best-case scenario for immigrant
students of color is to be seen and treated asofaoy Whites.”

The main idea behind classical assimilation is imahigrants are pulled in the direction
of the host culture, but are drawn back by theucalbf origin, and then, through regular contacts
with the host culture, they are pulled back agaho(i, 1997). Through this painful bipolar
process, eventually, immigrant groups from undereged backgrounds are expected to
eventually abandon their old ways of life and cosbglly “melt” into the mainstream society.
Minh Zhou (1997) has challenged the cultural absonpdeology of assimilation as she coined
the term, “segmented assimilation”. She observegkethpossible patterns of adaptation
(segmented assimilation) most likely to occur amammptemporary immigrants and their
offspring:

...The first pattern mirrors that of the white middlass; the second leads

straight into the opposite direction to permanentguty and assimilation into the

underclass; and while the third associates rapmh@unic advancement with
deliberate preservation of the immigrant commusityalues and tight solidarity”

(Zhou, 1997, p. 975).

In the first pattern of adaptation, immigrants iy assimilated into the dominant culture. The
second pattern shows that immigrants are margedlinto poverty. Lastly, the third pattern,
immigrants are able to separate or shelter themesdétom the dominant culture while achieving
economic upward mobility. As pointed out by Zhdwe process of integration is not as simple as

Tinto presented. In the next chapter, | will intugd a fourth path, true cultural integration tisat i

not outlined by Zhou. It points toward a way fordidhat finds strength in a continuation of the
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immigrant’s “old” culture and cultural identity @he same time that the immigrant becomes
“fluent” in the dominant host country culture.

Furthermore, when one brings a different theorktieas to bear — concerning power
asymmetries in society rather than the procesaulfiral processes — a different aspect of the
retention equation comes into view for Cambodianefinans. Before Cambodian immigrant
families in large waves appeared on the scendgitunited States context, Asian Americans had
been denigrated as outsiders or aliens for the gagtry and a half (Kim, 1999). Kim (1999)
argues that Asian Americans specifically have beacially triangulated” vis-a-vis Whites and
Blacks in the field of racial positions. Her the@yggests that for the purpose of controlling the
distribution of power and privilege, those from theminant (White) group categorize Asian
Americans via two processes or dimensions: (a)Asimericans are labeled as being superior
to Blacks (i.e., the model minority stereotype) s#t inferior to Whites, and (b) they are labeled
as inherently unassimilable foreigners (perpetaatifner stereotype). The idea behind this
latter stereotype is that maintaining a highly ethifestyle is often misinterpreted as distance
from and resistance to the mainstream culture;, tAssan Americans are often believed to be
unassimilable (Kim et al.,, 2011). Once these stgpms had been solidified in the U.S.,
Cambodian Americans who came during the 1980stddéal with the implications of them. A
main area in which these stereotypes play out e@ailynmigrants’ lives is in education, and for
our purposes in this study, at the postsecondargl.l&he assimilation process implied by
Tinto’s concept of integration, along with the petyal foreigner stereotype of Asian Americans,
reveal serious flaws in this conventional view etention. These ideas do not admit the
possibility that, for reasons that are part cult@ad part historical circumstance, Cambodian

Americans may persist—and there by be “retained”postsecondary educatiomw#thout
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assimilating in the classical sense, and perhaps leecausethey do not fully assimilate, but

instead find some other source of secure identityaultural strength.

Towards a More Culturally Appropriate Retention Theory

The crux of Tinto’s model hinges on ideas relatedrituals of academic and social
assimilation into the mainstream of college lifan{®d, 1993). His theory can be modified to
provide greater explanatory power for Southeasaanmigrant students, by enabling analysis
of retention through a cultural lens. Culture idirted as “a complex constellation of values,
mores, norms, customs, ways of being, ways of kngwand traditions that provides a general
design for living, is passed from one generationgémeration, and serves as a pattern for
interpreting reality” (Howard, 2010, p. 51). In ethwords, within the context of retention,
culture involves the difficult negotiation betweenderstanding the implicit interpretations that
have been built over time and students reconstruadf such meanings (Braxton, 2000). In
considering retention from a cultural viewpointeadof the “cultural capital” is especially useful.
According to Bourdieu, cultural capital is:

a symbolic, rather than material, resource. Iti@atrinsic value, other than the

ways in which it can be converted, manipulated, imwvested in order to secure

other highly valued and scarce resources, includcmnomic capital. Moreover,

it is a type of knowledge that members of the umtess value but is not taught in

schools (p. 98).
Furthermore, he states, “Individuals with accessimailar types and amounts of capital
share a common habitus” (1971).

He defineshabitusas, “a system of lasting, transposable dispostiohich, integrating
past experiences, functions at every moment as taxna perceptions, appreciations, and

actions” (p. 99). In addition, this habitus fostareommon representation of the world in a class-

specific manner at a cognitive, taken-for-grantedel. As a result, certain preferences and
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tendencies become routinized as part of an indalisuvorldview. Bourdieu emphasizes the

important role that educational institutions seirvacting as intermediary agents through which
individuals optimize existing capital in order tecamulate greater shares of economic and
cultural capital later in life, in which he statésultural capital has a strong positive impact on
college completion, graduate education, and edutatattainment” (p. 103).

From a cultural capital point of view, departurenfr college studies may be due to
failure to meet either social or academic expemtatithat are congruent with the organizational
habitus, or because of the difficulty of understagdhe cues from the organizational subsystem.
This has great implications for Cambodian immigrstuidents. The lack of cultural capital for
these students is a reality based on the sociorluat context of their arrival to the United State
as refugees. Although other refugees experienc dgrficulty during their first arrival into the
United States, the uniqueness of the socio-histbcientext of Cambodian immigrant families is
embedded within an experience of genocide, a p@figdeat individual and collective trauma as
| have recounted in the Preface.

To reiterate the historical background of Cambodga,the late 1970s through early
1980s, Cambodia went through a period of unredtrésailted in a civil war fused with turmoil
and remnants of the Vietnam War. Many Cambodiagd @ambodia to escape the tyranny of
Pol Pot’s regime (the Khmer Rouge), and the gemothidt happened afterwards, also known as
the ‘Killing Field’. Ultimately, Pol Pot wanted toreate a classless agrarian society by placing
everyone in concentration camps to work in thedfidbr at least 14 hours a day with little food
or rest. He executed the educated class to riddbetry of any signs of Western influences. As
a result, an estimate of over 2 million Cambodilass their lives. In this period of violence and

chaos, education for the general population of Gati@ms was out of reach because the Khmer
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Rouge made sure that “...intellectuals were dishahasdevotees of foreign rule and bourgeois
civilization” (Weinberg, 1997, p. 160), and sinceshCambodians were forced into labor camps
to do manual labor, few ever had the chance todoeated until they fled the country. In due
course, a huge number of Cambodians immigrated neerka as refugees; most of these
refugees were peasants and farmers with very tatimal education, which plays a crucial role
in how their children will do in American schools.

Acknowledging this background allows us to investeg the unique predicament of
Cambodian immigrant youth face, specifically, hoWeit parents’ limited educational
background and the task of navigating through blehdominant culture and their native culture
might play out in their educational trajectoriesond specifically, it sets the stage for certain
kinds of family dynamics to play out, that are exbin the parents’ unfamiliarity with education
and the American educational system, their impshed circumstances upon arrival in the
United States, and their adherence to traditionamkbdian immigrant values and culture.
Ultimately, this cultural background sets the stagel trajectory of Cambodian immigrant
students’ college success.

While there are many conditions and interactionghiwi the families of which
Cambodian immigrant students are a part of, sewes@dcts of immigrant daily life are likely to
overshadow the others. First, obligations to thmilfjaare likely to be held as a strong value by
all, especially the older generation in the famBgecond, parents are likely to hold especially
high expectations for their children’s success aho®l, and may as well hold specific
expectations about the focus of their offsprindigdges. And, while both these conditions apply
widely to Asian immigrant groups, their manifestatifor Cambodian Americans is more

extreme, and their educational consequences pallgntiore profound.
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Family obligations. Family obligations may impede Cambodian immigrattdents’
academic progress. The necessity to adapt to arrmtare and English as a second language
become barriers that can create several dilemmiagebe ' and 2° generation Cambodian
immigrants (Chan, 2004). According to Sucheng C2894), children learn English a lot easier
than their parents, and so they can communicate wdividuals in American society much
sooner. This leads to a role-reversal as childemmoine de facto spokespersons for their families
when interacting with English-speaking outsiderppaition that affords for them more power in
relation to their parents than they otherwise wduwdgte.This shift of familial power relations
can cause disagreements within the household, iefigetcchildren are considered to be defying
elders’ and parents’ wishes. The pressure to rarslator is just one of the many difficulties
that 2 generation Cambodian immigrant students struggfle and its effects on role-reversal
causes estrangement among family members. Thesngsiment occurs because parents strictly
control their children, yet at the same time, theyst also rely on their children as intermediaries
in American society. This intergenerational expaeeeas a translator and mediator between two
different cultures are factors that affect Cambodimmmigrant students. Particularly these
students are forced to grow and become more maiuen earlier age to look after family
matters, and as well as navigate between both tiative and English languages. As natural
cultural mediators, some of these students maythee navigation skills to excel in school.
Consequently for other students, family obligatiomsy hinder Cambodian students’ academic
progress as they neglect their schoolwork to ntest family needs.

High parental expectations A different kind of family dynamic that influencabe
educational experiences of Cambodian immigrant estted is the issue of high parental

expectations, specifically expectations of highf@anance and educational pathways and
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attainments. High expectations to excel in scheétrrto the pressure placed on students to
obtain straight A’s as any other letter gradesdaemed a failure. As for educational trajectories,
Cambodian immigrant parents want their childremm@or in one of four majors — medicine,
law, business, or engineer — because those aredjugs believed to produce the highest income.
Quite frequently, many Cambodian immigrant paremgerience feelings of uncertainty about
their family’s future, and thus they want theirldhén to pursue occupational paths that are both
stable and economically rewarding while other Caddoo parents want their children to enter
professions that fill existing needs in the comnyni

Cambodian immigrant parents are often unaware eitany choices and opportunities
offered in the U.S., and tend to encourage theildidn towards typical career options. Yet
many Cambodian immigrant youth would like to expldhe array of alternatives that are
available to them. Cambodian immigrant parents @sdbr their children’s success in education,
and for particular pathways through education toupations, constitutes a different kind of
family obligation, one that is not always wantedthg youth in question. The inability to resolve
the internal conflict between commitment to onelndntellectual pursuit and an obligation to
the family is a common source of psychological learébr Cambodian immigrant youth. Fear of
failure, at times, becomes paralyzing as studesg the weight of responsibility not only for
their personal success, but also for their famihgputation. For instance, in an ethnographic
study by Reiboldt & Goldstein (2000), the authareiviewed five Cambodian families within a
span of two years in California. In one of the mitews, the author captures, in the voice of a
parent participant, the cultural dissonance betwegh specific parental expectations and their
children’s desires for a different trajectory, &g fparent participant says, “The reason | force

them [the children] to study is because we [theepis] are old now. Also, we don’t have many
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relatives live here to take care of them when wgbore.” In the next section, we will explore the

implication of Cambodian immigrant students’ socidtural background in the college setting.

The College Experience of Cambodian Immigrant Studets

Issues arising from family obligations and highegrdal expectations are common among
Cambodian immigrant students. These issues camy tovthe students’ college experience as
their socio-cultural background allotted them dittultural capital or preparation for college
success. They typically complain about their paremt understanding them while they face
daily dilemmas in trying to navigate through twons, their native culture and the mainstream
culture or the ‘habitus’ of college institutionsgain, to revisit Bourdieu's theory of cultural
capital, the lack of cultural capital among Camlandimmigrant students produce challenging
predicaments as they enter a new world.

Upon arrival on college campuses, Cambodian Ameristudents encounter a new
environment in which their cultural roots and higtal circumstances, no less any particular
family pressures they are experiencing, are not walerstood or recognized. In addition, the
campus environment and institutional policies mayitile to provide the kinds of supports that
such students might need to manage their new suhogs effectively. Furthermore, this
postsecondary environment is likely to be, in vagyidegrees build on racist principles and
assumptions, however, subtle or subconscious thegebe. For example, in a qualitative study
of 10 Cambodian American students, Chhuon and Ku@&08) found that participants
perceived little social support upon their arrigalthe university and linked their early academic
struggles to an inability to access adequate sagmocampus (p. 19). Similarly, in a quantitative
study of 2,967 first year students, Johnson et (2007) found that African American,

Hispanic/Latino, and Asian Pacific American studergported a less strong sense of belonging
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than White/Caucasian students due to social dimmeasf the transition to college (p. 525). In
addition, Lee et al. (2009) found that over a thwél students had experienced racial
discrimination on campus and expressed high corfoenace relations (p. 207). Lastly, Museus
(2008) investigated 12 African American and 12 Askmerican students college experience
and gave an explanation to the low graduation rateminority students as attributed to their
inability to find membership in the cultures andsuitures of their respective campuses (p.
568). Another common theme within all four articleas that ethnic student organizations could
play a useful role in ameliorating the alienatixgerience of many such students.

Ethnic student organizations played an instrumeawtalin minority students’ adjustment
and integration for college success. Chhuon anddyu@008) discovered that the Cambodian
Club was a vital resource to the participants’gné¢ion into university life, in which they shared
about one participant’s experience, “For Sokpateaticipation in the Cambodian Club was a
pivotal experience that helped her navigate harstijent into the university” (p. 23). In one of
the findings of the Johnson et al. (2007) studgythtated, “ Multiracial/Multiethnic students,
finding their residence hall environments to be iabc supportive and inclusive was
significantly related to their sense of belongirfg’ 537). In the final example, Museus’ (2008)
discovered that “ethnic organizations facilitatdgb tcultural adjustment and membership of
minority students by serving as sources of cultéaatiliarity, vehicles for cultural expression
and advocacy, and venues for cultural validatign's(/6).

Though not explicitly explored in these studiessipossible and even likely that these
kinds of supportive structures and institutionaimeltes provide a safe space in which
Cambodian American immigrant students can work tbefr own resolution to the tensions

between family pressures, identity with a home welt and the strategic absorption of new
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cultural ideas from the host country culture. Casely, absent of this kind of “safe space”,
Cambodian American students are likely to experentense struggles, with implications for
their ability to persist in their postsecondary emtion.

The challenge in programs that seek to preventalnspis not to develop ways for
people to integrate or assimilate into the systieat,instead to change that system by way of
programs, activities, events, and curricula thfitraé and honor individual identities (Braxton,
2000). Furthermore, the manner in which institusi@mpower students is based on a cultural
understanding of their local contexts and how suietierstandings might be incorporated into
the basic fabric of the institution. This reseaattempts to understand such local context in a
gualitative manner from a small sample size of sdegeneration Cambodian American college

students.

Focus for Research and Research Questions

While existing research discussed above highligbtee possibilities in the Cambodian
American student persistence story, the acadengialure on issues related to the challenges
that Cambodian immigrant young adults are sparserefore, the purpose of this research is to
build on previous works that are similarly relatedthe issues at hand, and to develop insights
into the College experience of Cambodian Americandents that will ultimately help
postsecondary institutions improve these studertiicational experiences and academic
achievement. The purpose of the research is mb#velop improved approaches directly; rather,
it is to develop the understandings that will hedpdevelop such approaches. As argued in the
earlier section, due to the nature of culture ameirtsocio-historical background embedded

within the country’s genocide, Cambodian Americamdents’ experience in American
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educational institutions is quite more extreme tb#mer Asian ethnic groups. Yet too easily,
much of the literature on persistence and collegention frames or implies that their experience
reflects a “culturally deficient” background in tilense that their home culture acts as a barrier
to their assimilation into the mainstream cultufeéh@ir host country and that what they must do
to succeed is to separate from their home cultackiategrate with the host country culture.
These assumptions are either stated or impliechégries that are widely used to explain how
these students, if not all others, make their wag and through the world of postsecondary
education. And by implication, Cambodian Americassa group are easily seen as simply that
group that has the farthest to go, in a journey lb@ves home culture behind and educational
success ahead.

To be sure, in spite of the barriers they face,ahigy of Cambodian American students
into college is a testimony to their high levelretilience. This easily missed fact frames their
experience in a more positive light than most resdedo date. Resilience refers to positive
patterns of adaptation or development manifestethdiyiduals who have experienced a heavy
burden of risky or adverse conditions (Rink & Teck2005). Furthermore, resiliency factors
speak of strengths or assets that exist not onbhinwiindividuals, but also within their
communities, schools, and families — seen in thay,wesilience is not just the property of an
individual (the “cultural equivalent of the “selfade man” in the economic sphere). Rink and
Tricker (2005) find that positive factors such asntng to school and community, good
communication and problem solving skills, and arflitglto make and keep friends positively
influence youth away from engaging in negative thebEhaviors. In addition, the study reports
that connectedness to community promotes acadeshiev@ment. While concepts of resilience

have largely been developed within psychologictdrdtures and without reference to the
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cultural processes or the cross-cultural encouhggrimmigrant students face, the notion raises
some interesting possibilities. Specifically, itpgssible that Cambodian American students can
draw on various cultural strengths — that is, sesirof resilience — that develop in their close
connection with family and even in the historicalintext of the genocide from which this
immigrant group has come. Hopefully, this reseansth shed new light on the ways these
sources of resilience may interact with the comstsathat family conditions may pose in
Cambodian American students’ academic experiendesttangths, and ultimately, contribute to
their success.

Furthermore, the point of investigation in thiseash will be on issues affecting second-
generation Cambodian immigrant students. Secondrg@anal status refers to students who are
native born in the United States with at least fameign-born parent. These students often speak
English fluently, and may appear to be comfortaditled into their new host country. Yet their
situation often masks a complex set of socio-calttactors that may influence their educational
experience. On the one hand, they have generallyrgup more familiar with and comfortable
with many aspects of the host country culture,thig familiarity may simultaneously intensify
the issues they may experience as family memberst may sharpen their desire to find
“Cambodian meanings” in their college experiencé.alD the socio-cultural factors that may
influence Cambodian immigrant young adults’ acadeparformance, the way family dynamics
interacts with the conditions of college educatfon these students will be one focus of the
investigation.

Central to these second-generation students’ |laed educational experiences is a
complicated set of family dynamics. According toodh(2004), a common theme among

children of Asian immigrants is an emphasis on f@amiobligations and high parental
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expectations. Her findings indicate that familyightions and high parental expectations, though
not necessarily negative, are major factors that eidner impede or improve Asian immigrant
students’ academic progress. Building on this mesedhe study proposed here will take on the
task of unpacking the ways these family dynamics stzape the second-generation Cambodian
students’ educational trajectory, specifically tistidguish how and where family dynamics
enhance and support the educational experienca $asirce of resilience), and where and how
they impede it. Where Zhou's study focuses on theegal category of Asian American, this
study will focus on Cambodian-Americans specifigadind will pay special attention to the way
their particular cultural and historical circumstaa that may give their family dynamics added
or different meanings than that experienced byroNsgan Americans.

At the same time, the study will be close attentiorthe way the college environment
itself exerts a different set of forces and cowdisi that influence Cambodian Americans’
movement through a college education, and at theedame may color how they manage the
family dynamics noted above. The unique circumstaraf the Cambodian-American immigrant
students arrival in the U.S. educational systend (doeir parents’ arrival in the US, to begin
with), and their continuing immersion in a hometoté that struggles in its new surroundings
have set in motion a different set of retentionatwrcs that current theories do not explain well.
The existing research hints at what the key foeses conditions might be, and how they could
affect these students’ college experience, but @sino go farther to understand the nuances of
cultural interplay between the students’ family ahdir respective academic institutions. The
college institutional environment presents new {agses to the students, not anticipated by
their parents’ view, at the same time that the egdl turns a blind eye to their cultural

backgrounds and strengths, or else treats therteliaatypical ways. These cross currents create
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a central issue for the sense making that theskeists must do to form a clear image of their
journey through college.
To help illuminate this phenomenon, this study atms&nswer the following question:
How do family dynamics of second-generation Camémodmmigrant young adults shape their
college experience? Research questions guidingtindy are:
1) To what extent and in what ways do the studefatsiily culture, history, aspirations, and
interfamily dynamic influence their postsecondaxperience?
a) In what ways does this familial perspective &safhe students’ own views of their
education and their educational goals?
b) What types of support do they receive at homd,vehat consequences does this support
(or lack) have for their postsecondary education?
c) What are common issues that Cambodian youngsaduperience in their home, and
what are the implications for this education?
2) To what extent does the college culture inflgesitidents’ postsecondary experience?
a) How do the students think or feel about thespeetive postsecondary institutions? In
what ways do they feel welcomed or hostile?
b) In what ways do they feel supported or lackugdsort from faculty and staff (e.g., for
managing specific academic issues, or for the mposgchological and cultural
dimensions of persistence in college)?
¢) In what ways are they involved in the schootisial and/or academic activities?
3) How do second generation Cambodian Americanestisdmake sense of these two sets of
influences on their trajectory through college eitthome culture as experienced in the family,

and the college culture as experienced on campus?
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a) How, if at all, does the family dynamic act asoairce of resilience, at the same time
that it poses a constraint on their educationakggpce?
b) In what ways, if at all, do these students irdaég the two sets of influences into a

different vision of their college education anditiieuccess” within it?

Rationale for the Study

This study will explore a more productive way opmesenting the forces and conditions
shaping Cambodian American’s college experiena) tmplied by images of these students as
“model minorities” alongside and distinguishablerfr other Asian American students. There are
theoretical reasons, and some empirical evidemhes they face unique challenges in the realm
of higher education. Integration or assimilatiortoirthe college environment, presented by
Tinto’s retention theory, creates issue for theselents as they have been stereotyped as
perpetual foreigners or inability to assimilate doalistinct cultural practices and markers. As a
result, by adopting ideas such as Bourdieu’s caltcapital theory, research can more fully and
successfully explain the educational trajectoryCaimbodian immigrant students. The lack of
cultural capital in these communities does not ymihley are culturally deficient or inferior.
Their socio-cultural background, described in treglier sections, shows that their unique
situation denies them proper preparation for theldvof higher education. In addition, they
come to postsecondary education with a cultural laistbrical background that differs from
other Asian immigrant groups. This, too, may figurehe way they encounter and respond to
higher education.

Developing a better understanding of these studsitte&tion and experience in higher

education is the first step towards helping inibtus of higher learning to support their learning
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effectively. One of the major challenges for ingitns of higher learning is to understand their
own habitusand the weight of their responsibility to incorater Cambodian students’ external
environment (families) into the college world. dtnot sufficient that the institutions provide safe
space or social and academic opportunities foretlstgsdents, rather, they must play an active
role and commit to ensuring these students graduate college or fulfill their personal goals.
In doing so, qualitative research is appropriatexplore the retention phenomenon of second-

generation Cambodian college students in regartetofamily dynamics.
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Chapter 2

Framing Ideas and Informing Literatures

To capture the experience of second-generation Gdiab students, this research will
draw on several theoretical models. | will modifyoBfennbrenner’'s Ecological Model to
provide a “bird’'s eye” view of the influential foge shaping the students’ educational
experiences. In addition, ideas about the procésscaulturation will be used to explain the
phenomena in more detail. Lastly, the notion otwal dissonance offers a more focused lens
for probing the second-generation Cambodian immigtaeducational experiences in college
education. Within this set of framing ideas, thedgtwill offer a conceptual framework that
zeros in on the way family forces may influence risention and shape the perspective of these

young adults in postsecondary education.

Framing the Research Problem Within Nested Ecologat Systems
As my research problem involves] psychological anliural forces within families, the
influence of institutional forces and structurest to mention a larger clash of cultures, and the
individual student’s attempt to maneuver througksehconditions, it will help to locate the work
in a theoretical space which acknowledge all os¢héimensions. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Model provides a broad and practicable set of frgnideas, in which to locate my investigation
of the educational experiences of Cambodian immigistudents (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
Bronfenbrenner mentions four ecological systems:rtiicro-system, meso-system, exo-system,
and macro-system. The micro-system is defined aspd#tern of activities, roles, and
interpersonal relations experienced by the devetpperson in a given face-to-face setting with

particular physical, social, and symbolic featutiest invite, permit, or inhibit, engagement in
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sustained, progressively more complex interactioith,wand activity in, the immediate
environment” (Evans et al., 2010ror instance, the immediate interaction of Camhodia
immigrant students with family members, friendsd @eachers, peers, or others within their
schools would constitute one or more microsysteimst thave immediate and intimate
implications for the student’s educational trajegtand persistence. At this level of ecological
analysis, the theorist attends to the nature andezmuences of interactiomsthin each of these
microsystems.

The second and larger ecological system, knowrh@srmeso-system, is composed of a
network of relationships among the various overliagpnd interacting micro-systems in the
Cambodian immigrant student’s life. Within this Expcal sphere, and with reference to the
scope of Cambodian immigrant college education mepee, the interactiotetweenfamily
dynamics (and even home community) and the vameigsosystems within schools comes into
sharp focus.

Bronfenbrenner’s third ecological system, the eysteam, involves the indirect influence
of the larger community setting—in particular, tlaeger host community—upon Cambodian
immigrant students. For example, exo-systemic imelahips with Cambodian immigrant
students may include the possible influences obaslchoard, the local government, institutional
policymaking, the transportation system, churclaesl industry, to mention only a few of the
possible influences from the larger host commumityitext. These influences are primarily
impersonal, indirect, and unidirectional. They teea@onditions in which the microsystem
interactions take on meaning, run up against caims, encounter possibilities or opportunities.

Finally, the macro-system consists of the overaigltpattern of micro-systems, meso-

systems, and exo-systems characteristic of “a gbvétare, subculture, or other extended social
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structure, with particular reference to the develeptally instigative belief systems, resources,
hazards, lifestyles, opportunity structures, liGise options and patterns of social interchange
that are embedded in such overarching systems™nd&gaal., 2010). Due to the socio-historical
and political context of the U.S., racism in ak forms constitutes a potentially powerful
influence of the macro-system, with particular ircglions for Cambodian immigrant students.
How does racism play out in the schools among imamigyouth? How does macro-systemic
influence shape immigrant student’s college expes@ Answers to these questions allow us to
grasp more fully the context in which microsysterteractions occur, and the possible meanings
that particulars will develop or sustain within e Because Cambodian American college
persistence is always played out against a backgroof racist beliefs and institutional
structures, this largest ecological space musakentinto account.

In sum, this research focuses on the micro-systet@rctionswvithin family and school),
the meso-system (interactiohgtweenfamily and school), and the macro-system (dominant
cultural influences on immigrant youth, their faiesd, and their encounters with schools). The
exo-system is beyond the scope of this paper. Brdomeénner's Ecological Model gives a
general holistic view and provides a workable tlk&oal framework for investigating various
socio-cultural factors influencing the educatioeaperiences of Cambodian immigrant students.
But within that theoretical space, my study focusesspecific kinds of processes, in particular,
the process of acculturation, which Cambodian-Aoaari students and their families are

experiencing as immigrants in a culturally differost country.

Acculturation and Acculturative Stress
Ideas about acculturation help the study to focnstle relationship of Cambodian

immigrant students and their families to a new dw@nt culture within the school setting.
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Acculturation is defined as changes that occur in beliefs, wl@nd behaviors of ethnic
individuals as a result of contact with, and desicg undesired adaptation to, the dominant
culture (Berry, 1997). In this case, ethnic induadk refer to Cambodian immigrant families, and
the dominant culture is mainstream American culterthermore, the acculturation process
begins at the moment of ‘contact and interactiotwben two or more autonomous cultural
groups’ (Berry, 1997). This particular kind of attawation, known as cultural acculturation,
occurs at the group level. Intercultural contadween the settled or dominant group and the
non-dominant group generate changes in either tr poups. However, research on this topic
in the past four decades indicates that the chamgmg at the individual level as well, known as
psychological acculturation (Bornstein & Cote, 2P0Bsychological acculturation refers to
changes in an individual who is a participant icudiure contact situation, being influenced both
directly by the external culture, and by the chaggiulture of which the individual is a member
(Bornstein & Cote, 2006). Psychological accultiamratis distinct from cultural acculturation in
that not every individual enters into, participatesor changes in the same way; there are vast
individual differences in psychological accultucatj even among individuals who live in the
same acculturative arena.

One major negative outcome from the acculturatimcess is cultural dissonance, which
produce acculturative stress. Cultural dissonaafegs to a situation in which parents and youth
possess dissonant cultural views of appropriatasigend behavior (Rumbaut & Portes, 2001);
and acculturative stress is when most immigrargateror experience conflict within their group
or with other groups in their efforts to minimizeltwral differences with unfamiliar others

(Berry, 1997).
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In order to cope with acculturative stress, Bert997) introduces four acculturative
coping strategies or outcomésssimilation, Separation, Integration, and Margiizakion From
the point of view of the non-dominant group, whedividuals do not wish to maintain their
cultural identity and seek daily interactions witle dominant culture and others, they are using
the assimilation strategy. In effect, they would &mbodying the assumptions of Tinto’'s
retention theories, as presented in the previoapteh In contrast, when individuals place a
value on holding on to their original culture aridree same time wish to avoid interacting with
the dominant culture and others, they are usingsdparation alternative (and here, the term
denotes something different from the “separatidiided to in Tinto’s theory, where the term
described the individual’'s disconnection from hocodture and family). When people have an
interest in maintaining their original culture chgidaily interactions with other groups, they use
the integration strategy. Lastly, the marginaliaatstrategy is used when there is little possibilit
of or interest in cultural maintenance and littieerest in having relationships with others (Berry,
1997). According to Berry (1997), integration canlyobe freely chosen and successfully
pursued by non-dominant groups when the dominascteso has an open and inclusive
orientation toward cultural diversity. Based on #ueio-historical and political context of the
U.S., integration and assimilation are limited ito@e or nearly impossible when apply to
immigrant groups in the United States. The impiarais that separation and marginalization of
immigrant youth are inevitable.

Immigrant groups in America face daily racial disgnation based on the treatment and
culture established by the dominant group. Audredeo(1996) explains the dominant culture
this way:

Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, therbas Iveall amythical norm
which each one of us within our hearts knows “fkatot me.” In America, this
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norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, ygumeterosexual, Christian, and

financially secure. It is with this mythical norimat the trappings of power reside

within society. Those of us who stand outside p@ater often identify one way

in which we are different, and we assume that tahgeprimary cause of all

oppression, forgetting other distortions aroundedénce, some of which we

ourselves may be practicing.
Beverly Tatum (1997) defines “otherness,” in tras& with immigrant youth, as individuals who
do not fit the description of the mythical norm.vizadd Said (1998) define “otherness” as who he
is not or by “being its opposite (European Whites)e summarizes his struggle to navigate
between worlds in these words:

Besides, with an unexceptionally Arab family nanies ISaid connected to an

improbably British first name (my mother very mustimired the Prince of Wales

in 1935, the year of my birth), | was an uncomfolyaanomalous student all

through my early years: a Palestinian going to st Egypt, with an English

first name, an American passport and no certaintiyeat all. (Said, pp. 1-2)

The greatest challenge for immigrant youth is teigete through both the dominant
world and their parents’. The immigrant educatisperience is better understood when one
critically examines the worlds of the immigrant dgats’ families, their own world, and their
school environment. To accomplish this goal, wseful to use the idea of cultural dissonance to

see the interactions between these worlds, drasmdterature concerning various immigrant

groups.

Cultural Dissonance
The idea of altural dissonancenoted above, deserves a fuller examination, iadikely
to be a central phenomenon in the Cambodian Ameraanigrant students’ college experience,
and as such it provides an in-depth explanatiothefeducational experiences of Cambodian
immigrant and other immigrant youth in America.ciptures the immigrant family dynamic

whereby youth do not conform to parental guidanceich leads to a potential role reversal
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between parents and youth as youth claim bettewkatlye about the host culture and society. It
can express itself in parent-youth conflicts duetessure from familial obligations and high

parental expectations, and the social/psychologcétomes of adolescent identity formation
(Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). Cultural dissonance agperinteractions between the youth and
their family members, in their own identity formati within a wider social world, and in their

interaction with a specific school environment. Urgue these ideas below in more detalil,
drawing on research from various immigrant and ge& groups, as there is little to no

scholarship specifically focused on these idedeenCambodian American case.

Dissonance in the Interactions Within the Family

The ability to adapt to the dominant culture amgjlish being a second-language create
many dilemmas for immigrant students (Chan, 200#)r example, Chan acknowledges
“children learn English more easily so they can oamicate with members of the host society
much sooner than can their parents. That leadsléoreversals as children become de facto
spokespersons for their families when dealing \ittglish-speaking outsiders” (p. 210). This
shift of familial power relations can cause disagnents within the household, especially if
children are considered to defy elders’ and parevishes. The pressure to respect parents and
elders, and to be a translator, are parts of diffies that 2 generation immigrant students
struggle with, and its effects of “role-reversalisas estrangement among family members, in
part because parents continue to control childtectly yet rely on them as intermediates with
society in general” (p. 211). This intergeneratioeaperience as a translator and mediator
between two different cultures are factors that@ffmmigrant students, in particular, as they are

force to grow and become mature at an earlier gdedking after family ordeals.
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In a qualitative study of 82 undergraduate Filigina a large West coast university. A
student’s voice articulates the power of familibligations: “I would drop everything when it's
for family, 1 would drop everything regardless ofdls, regardless of anything else going on in
my life. | would set that aside just for my famil{fMaramba, 2008, p. 342). She concludes that
Asian immigrant parents from these backgrounds Hatle understanding of or ability to
negotiate the educational system or other systemghéir children. As a result, it is extremely
difficult for Asian immigrant youth to advance aeadically (Maramba, 2008).

In contrast, the presence of supportive parentesgimmigrant students the opportunity
to achieve academically. A large-scale study byr&®rozco, Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova
(2008), portrays images and articulate the stooiebigh-achieving immigrant youth. In one
story, Joyce, a Chinese immigrant youth, sharesséetiment about her parents, “My parents
work all day long...they don’t have time to study.afl why they can’t help me. But they
support me with all their might. They encouragetm@y my best, to get into a good college, get
a good job after graduation.” As seen from thepk student and the story of Joyce, both
factors of understanding cultural differences aadig supportive parents or lack thereof have a
direct affect on the academic achievement of imamgstudents. Furthermore, some immigrant
students must deal with high parental expectati@specially amongst Asian immigrant
families.

A study by Vivian Louie (2001) that examines howcial class influences Chinese
immigrant parents’ expectations, strategies, amneestment in their children’s education,
underscores the role of high parental expectatigieéinda, a Chinese student participant, says:

Generally speaking, the standards between my niste&pectations and other

Asian parents’ expectations is much higher thasehaf many Caucasian friends

| have or Hispanic friends or non-Asian friendsr Egample, | went home, and |
got a 99 on a test and my mother’s reaction is [Wéhy not 100? (p. 190).
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Although parents mean well and their children mageé academically, there may be
resentments by the youth towards their parentss Kimd of high parental expectation places
major stress on youth, which may lead to shargidncbetween them and their parents. This
generalization is supported by Suarez-Orozco, St@rezco, and Todorova (2008) final
analysis - The greatest challenge for immigrantlyau dealing with intergenerational conflict is
to find unique ways to negotiate the tensions betweld and new traditions. Ultimately,
parents, possessing little knowledge of their ¢bifts school activities, complain about the lack
of teacher’s authority; where as, the youth conmpéout their parents not understanding them
while facing daily dilemmas in trying to reconcitbe two worlds. This is revealed in how

immigrant youth try to comprehend their reality.

Navigating Immigrant Youth Culture

The dissonant cultural views between immigrant eslcénts’ parents and the dominant
culture leave immigrant youth to negotiate the items between both worlds. For Asian
immigrants, it can be explained by examining thgettgomental history of Asian American
youth culture. Literatures focusing specifically tre development of Asian American youth
culture are few. However, there is a study by Ztamd Lee (2004), who argues that the
development of Asian American youth culture could looted in racial exclusion of young
people from the dominant culture. After surveyihg turrent literature, the authors point to the
glaring omission of Asian American youth from thieeam of discourse on racial topic. The
authors argue that the omission is not accidenialabreflection of the long history of racism
against Asian Americans in the United States (Aagti-Chinese law of 1882, Immigration Act

of 1924). Racial exclusion and racial stereotyparg two strong forces that shape cultural
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production of Asian American students.

Asian American youth are impacted by many steresgypuch as being the perpetual
foreigner or being socially inept. As noted in Cleadl, the most prominent, long-lasting and
influential stereotype is the Model Minority MytiM(iseus & Kiang, 2009), which asserts that
Asian Americans all excel in education, never causable, are financially well off, and do not
suffer discrimination. In order to break the stéypes, adaptation of many forms of artistic
expression may possibly be responses to the Modebry Myth. Some examples include:
producing movies that reflect a range of Asian Anser dynamics, for exampl&etter Luck
Tomorrow engaging and changing the stride of hip hop thinodance, as irViassive Monkeys
on America’s Best Dance Crewnd using imported cars as cultural expression.

In further observations of Asian American youthtore, they are particularly invisible in
the media. Images of youth of color with exceptanNative Americans permeate the media
while Asian American youth are missing, thus makavgareness of Asian American youth’s
issues inconspicuous to society. Finally, todagshhology allows Asian American youth to
migrate electronically to their nations of origm develop new forms of expression, whether or
not they are foreign or US born. As Asian Ameriganuth continue to develop their cultural
expressions and identity, their cultural views app® be more and more distant from their
parents.

Similar to Asian immigrant adolescents, the US gomeent reception of Haitian
immigrants has been met with hostility. Rumbaut&tPs (2001) state,

During the 1970s and 1980s, no other immigrant greuffered more US

government prejudice and discrimination than Hagialrhe US Coast Guard has

attempted to intercept boats of Haitians beforey theft Haitian waters,
undocumented Haitians who made it to US shores baea disproportionately

incarcerated, and no other national group has bheld a high disapproval rating
for political asylum requests” (Rumbaut & Porte802, p. 237).
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The authors further note that Haitian immigrant thoface many negative stereotypes and
discrimination from their peers. For example, thehars state, “African American students
mocked newly arrived Haitian boys for playing sacaestead of football and basketball, a
greater sin to many African American students thainwearing deodorant or dressing funny.”
The extraordinarily negative context of receptiamnfconted by the US government,

along with being the cultural mediator at homes setmotion the intense dynamic of Haitian
youths’ intercultural struggle. As a result, Haitianmigrant youth attain the lowest level of
academic achievement. The average grade pointgeréoa Haitian boys is reported to be 1.95
and slightly higher for Haitian girls at 2.46. Theis much to be learned about the world of
immigrant youth, as their world is an understudaeela in research. However, insights into their
family dynamics and their own world lay a solid gnolwork to explore their experience in the

schools.

Dissonance in Interactions Within the School

A large-scale study of the educational experiemégsmmigrant students and families in
the San Francisco and Boston area finds that emldriho “grew up in two-parent families tend
to be at an advantage academically” (Suarez-Oro2uoayez-Orozco, and Todorova, 2008, p.
36). Academic progress would be difficult for chéd of migrant families who are most likely
be separated from their fathers — 96 percent famtr@e American families, 80 percent for
Dominican, Haitian, and Mexican families (Rumbaut Rortes, 2001). Furthermore, their
research shows “a close relationship between parezducation and school readiness,
performance on achievement tests, grades, droptes,rschool behavior problems, and school
engagement” (p. 37). Students with parents of higeducational level perform better

academically. For most immigrant students who arkural mediators for their parents, this
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places them in a disadvantage academically as showihe previous section. In another
significant finding, immigrant students who “werarelled in schools with culture of high
expectations perform academically better than imamg enrolled in dysfunctional, low
expectations, or low-quality schools” (p. 40). Fermore, immigrant students who were “most
likely to adapt successfully to school seem to éongeaningful, positive relationships at school”
(p- 43). The last two findings reveal the true itgalf the immigrant education experience. Two
ethnographic studies are presented to investigadg experience in more details. One was
conducted in a school with a culture of high exagoh and one with a low.

In an ethnographic study by Stacey J. Lee (200 ,depicted a clear picture of Hmong
students’ assimilation experience, encounter ofsnacand their struggle to navigate between
two worlds (their parents and the dominant cultucajiversity Heights High School prides itself
to be an academically elite school with nationabgmition. For instance, at the south entrance
of the school hangs a large banner that proudlyamres that UHS is a “National School of
Excellence.” Lee defined “whiteness” as the stadslasf White middle-class cultural norms.
Due to these standards, unconsciously studentscagegorized as either “insiders” or “others.”
Insiders were students who met standards of Whidigllen class cultural norms, were known as
“good” students. These were students who scoredngstandardized tests, play an instrument in
the jazz band, excel in sports, or engage in wveittyversations with teachers. The “others” were
students who do not meet standards of White midtidss cultural norms, which were the
Hmong students.

Lee found that Hmong students could be classiitd 4 distinct categories: traditional
Hmong women, Americanized Hmong women, traditiormhong men, and Americanized

Hmong men. The author discovered unique charatitsriand values of each group. Typically,
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traditional Hmong women were considered “good” adowm to the Hmong community, most
successful academically, having better relatiorsknph teachers, and were honor-roll students
who participated in college-bound activities. Ferthore, they desired more gender equality but
quick to observe parental authority and chooseetdi®e acculturation” with guidance from
parents. In contrast, Americanized Hmong women slaowisible signs of “Americanization”
like makeup and hair color while balancing tradiab behaviors and some forms of
acculturation. In addition, they tended to resigtharity of parents and teachers, involve in
“modern” relationships with boys, have issues ofusdity, and display conflicts over marriage
(both for and against). As for the traditional Hgamen, they were characterized as one who
assumed responsibilities for family and home lifegaring non-descript clothing, values
marriage and education, and having issues wittEtigdish language. As for the Americanized
Hmong men, they were known to have issues withnpak@nd school authorities and typically
seen as gang members. These distinct categorieslréwe struggle of the Hmong students
attempt to navigate between two worlds, in the mdgle, make sense of their own.

The Americanized Hmong students fall into the maalization acculturative strategy
category, as they clearly do not fit into the maoldthe dominant culture. Furthermore, the
research shows a strain relationship between theantlaeir teachers. As for the traditional
Hmong students, they appear to adopt the separstiiategy. One of the main reasons for the
unique intra-ethnic categories goes back to theulagation process of Southeast Asian
immigrants in dealing with racial issues (Evanalet2010; Zhou & Lee, 2004). The issues of
race have traditionally been about Blacks and Vghi#sian Americans have been racially
triangulated vis-a-vis Blacks and Whites, or lodatethe field of racial positions with reference

to these two points (Evans et al, 2010; Kim, 19R8yes, 2007). In other words, Asians either
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adopt values and standards stereotypical of Blacksecome honorary Whites. In the case of
Hmong students, traditional Hmong men and womenm tenlean more towards the White

category by obeying and accepting the dominant &antoic culture. As a result, they tend to be
high achievers. In contrast, Americanized Hmongeis tend to adopt the Black culture, which
unfortunately have an adverse affect on their avéderogress. Although Lee’s research
focuses on the Hmong youth population, Angela Valeta’'s study reveals similar findings

among Mexican immigrant youth.

In Angela Valenzuela’s ethnographic study on Mexiéanerican high school students at
Seguin High School, Valenzuela contended thatHesd students, “...schooling is a subtractive
process... it divests these youth of important caltuesources, leaving them progressively
vulnerable to academic failure”. One significaninbdo note why schooling at Seguin High
School becomes subtractive for these studentsdaulse Seguin’s teachers can harbor some
misconceptions about them such as they “...tend & oterpret urban youths’ attire and off-
putting behavior as evidence of rebelliousnessdiggtifies that these students ‘don’t care’ about
school...” (p. 22). Furthermore, Valenzuela statésyving drawn that conclusion, teachers then
often make no further effort to forge effectiveiprocal relationships with this group” (p. 22).
As results of this dilemma, the students at Seguénfurther disconnected with their education,
and further unable to relate to their teachers. @ute conflict or misconception between two
opposing viewpoints, the Mexican immigrant studdsgsome marginalized or separated; thus,
suffering similar fate as the Hmong students.

As clearly demonstrated from these examples ofHh®ng and Mexican immigrant

students, the three worlds - the immigrant studgresr group, their families, and the schools
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they attend — are culturally distinct and, at timissonant from one another, which is true for

second-generation Cambodian youth.

Conceptual Framework

In this research, | propose a broad theoreticalméssork, beginning with
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model, to identify kdgmains and socio-cultural factors that may
influence the Cambodian immigrant education expege These factors reside in the “context
of reception” within a host country culture; thenmgrant family and all that it brings in cultural
and socio-historical experience; and the schoaynagstitution and embedded set of interactions
among students and adults. All three sets of faatan directly influence the lives of immigrant
students. Furthermore, embedded in the macro-sicstel@wpoint, racial discrimination, an
indirect force, plays a crucial role in their expece.

These direct and indirect forces shape their wamlch process ofacculturation, as
immigrants gradually alter their beliefs, valuesd dehaviors in the context of an asymmetrical
relationship with the dominant host culture. Thenfiot between the dominant and non-
dominant cultures implied by such a relationshipves immigrant students the struggle to
navigate through multiple worlds — their own, thi&milies, and their school. A byproduct of
acculturation — cultural dissonance — provides mpartant cultural tool to investigate the
immigrant youth education experience in a deepey.wes clearly depicted in Lee’s and
Valenzuela’'s studies, immigrant students struggleetoncile all three worlds. Therefore, the
process and outcomes of this reconciliation wittheir educational experiences need to be a
point of emphasis in the field of research, asahgmuch work to be done.

Joining these theoretical ideas with the centraingeand concepts in the research

guestions | am investigating, | can offer an initianceptual framework for the research that is
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here proposed. Specifically, such a framework nthgsultural dynamics of immigrant families
(in which acculturative stress and dissonance gpereenced) and the student’'s own struggle to
have a meaningful college experience (in which Rardynamics interact with school cultures,
pressures, and structures, in dissonant ways),tlagid desire and ability to persist in their

postsecondary studies until they attain a Bachelbegree.
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Chapter 3

Study Design and Methods

Qualitative research is most appropriate for thislg, and specifically, interpretive case
studies in the “basic” tradition (Merriam, 2009)u#)itative research emphasizes an inductive
approach, which refers to the process of deriviegegal meaning and insights by working
“backwards” from particulars, rather than “forwdrds a deductive fashion from already
established theoretical formulations (Merriam, 200%he primary concern of qualitative
research is to find meaning in context. In otherdso qualitative researchers are passionately
interested in how different people make senseaif tives.

In this research, | am interested in examining hescond-generation Cambodian
American make sense of their educational experieamcehow they navigate the tensions that
reside in the interaction between a home cultupeeanced in the family and local Cambodian
community and the dominant host country culture eedgmced in school and college. A
comparative case study of six second-generationb@dian American college students is used
as the primary means for constructing rich holisteanings, as Merriam (2009) states, “the case
study results in a rich and holistic account ofr@nomenon. It offers insights and illuminates
meanings that expand its readers’ experiences’5{p. The gender make-up of the student
sample was not important to this study since mynary focus was not on gender differences.
Due to the small number of Cambodian American gellstudents, | recruited any students who
were interested in participating in this study. frer source of data, the students’ parent(s),
provided further insights into the students’ familynamic. Some students grown up with two

parents, while others came from a single parenséionid. Nevertheless, | attempted to meet
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with at least one parent, other significant relatior guardian in an informal setting with the
student being present. One of the limitations skecstudies is their limited generalizability due
to the context-specific nature of the research (Mer, 2009).

Lastly, one of the strengths of qualitative reskascits capacity to place the subjects of
research, in this case Cambodian-American famihiéthin their unique historical and cultural
contexts to better understand their lives. Histdriand cultural contexts comprise a set of
influential forces during a given time period theitape a person or society. Some forms of
gualitative research are guided by an epistemadgtance known as postmodernism, which
represents an intellectual position that knowledge only be known from a certain position
(Bogden & Biklen, 2007). Postmodernist researclesakto consideration the power structure of
society and values the viewpoints of marginalizechmunities. In this case, | developed a study
design that would prioritize and honor the pergpestof the six second-generation Cambodian
American students and at least one of their parentguardians, who occupy a potentially
marginalized position vis-a-vis the educationatltitntons in which they participated and the

larger society they were preparing for, as worladglts.

Research Settings and Participants
Six participants included one male second-generafiambodian American student and
five female second-generation Cambodian Americalesits (18-29 years of age) from the
Northwest part of the United States. Based upon li@aman families’ time of arrival into the
US, most second-generation Cambodian immigrants iveldoentered or graduated from college
were between 18 and 29 years of age. Furthermasgdbon proximity to me, all six second-
generation Cambodian American students were recrdibm the Northwest region, along with

one or more family members (or guardians), who retfeadditional insight into the family
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dynamics and their implications for educationajectories, from the vantage point of an older

adult more embedded in home country culture. Thvagieout a parent or guardian (or whose

parents or guardians were not willing to be intened) were retained in the sample, as their
perspective was valuable as they revealed significesights into the world of absentee family.

Nevertheless, the goal was to have at least 1&ipants (six students and at least one of their
parents; though where possible, | tried to intesvi®th parents). The other participants (parents
or guardians) allowed me to capture the familiabpective directly. Furthermore, it allowed me

to triangulate the data, which provided me a greatgght into second-generation Cambodian
American students’ college experiences.

All six second-generation Cambodian American sttglevere current college students
enrolled in a either community college or a uniitgrd~ocusing on those who were currently in
college, rather than recent graduates, providedoee naccurate picture of what they were
experiencing in college, as it was happening, rat&n those who had already graduated from
college, whose memory may distort or even forgedt gxperiences. The main idea was to
capture their college experience as accuratelyoasilple. Due to the national statistical data on
the low high school graduation rate of Cambodianefican students (reflecting low college
enrollment to begin with), I included within my regdment effort both the community colleges
and universities. Because community colleges tyiyicare two-year institutions catering to
commuter students, while universities as four-y@sstitutions typically serve residential
students, students’ college experiences variedtlgrdsetween both types of institutions.
Furthermore, the students themselves were faifffigrént, given the selectivity of four-year
schools. Although socio-economic status was likelpe important, it was not a focal point for

this study, and consequently | included studentssaca range of economic circumstances. The
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twelve participants provided sufficient data fommgmarison to answer the research questions,
which allowed for a fairly in-depth investigation.

Names of potential participants and email conitafcrmation were derived from personal
networking. Given my membership in the Cambodianefinan community in the Seattle area, |
was well positioned to access relevant networksceOnreceived an initial list of potential
participants through referrals from my networksletier of invitation via email was sent to
potential participants. Also, participants wereamaged to forward the email to other potential
participants. The result was a set of potentiarinewees who would fit the selection criteria
and who would participate in Cambodian immigrartivoeks likely to contain many individuals

experiencing the phenomenon under study here.

Data Sources and Data Collection
My design featured three data sources: repeatadstrictured interviews with the six
student patrticipants, an informal follow-up intewi with a parent or guardian, and field
observations of the student on campus, engagititeinnormal activities as a student. The three

sources were designed to make various forms ofgukation possible.

Semi-structured Interviews with Student Participants

The central source of my data derived from two ssimictured interviews of each
participant. This type of interview allowed the fp@pants to define the world in their unique
way; where as, structured interviews may look toitespecific answers from participants. The
purpose of this research was to provide particgpahte opportunity to speak about their
educational experience the way they rememberédeitriam (2009) summarizes the purpose of

semi-structured interviews succinctly, “The largpatt of the interview is guided by a list of
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guestions or issues to be explored, and neithesxhet wording nor the order of the questions is
determined ahead of time. This format allows trse=aecher to respond to the situation at hand,
to the emerging worldview of the respondent, andew ideas on the topic” (p. 90). Each semi-
structured interview was digitally recorded antbbk approximately 45 minutes to complete at
the participants respective location. Furthermeezh one was guided by an interview protocol,
in which the questions were based on the researchlgm, framing ideas, and research
questions. The initial round of interviewing wasdsed on asking critical questions from the
interview protocol that would shed light on theanfily dynamics and college experience, and
the interaction between the two. After the firaimd of interview, the second round of interview
took place approximately within two weeks of thestfi Immediately after each interview, it was
transcribed for thorough review to prepare for $keond interview. The purpose of the second
interview was to ask follow-up questions and alldwmrticipants to expand on their thoughts

from the first interview.

Informal Interviews With Parents or Guardians

After the students’ interviews, | arranged a tirnerteet and speak with their parent(s) in
an informal setting for about one hour. This wasalat the students’ home or a comfortable
place of the parents’ choosing. Due to the cultsmsitivity of the matter, the interview was
casual and conversational. | asked open-endedigngstbout the students’ college experience
and hope the parents would do most of the talkindid not tape record our conversation.
However, | would write down notes afterwards attach conversation while they were fresh in

my memory. Below were some of the questions | asked
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« What do you know about his/her school experiendesvhe/she was in elementary
school? Middle school? High school? College?

« If any, what was your interaction like with youmgdaughter’s teachers and other school
personnel?

« How do you feel about the influence of the Americatture, if any, upon your
son/daughter?

«In what ways have the Cambodian culture remainedg#me or changed while living in

America?

This informal interview was strictly voluntary. Thmarent(s) were under no obligations
or pressure to meet. And, the students were uralerassure to try to make the meeting happen.
| understood some parents would not want to metak with a researcher for various reasons.
For instance, respect and reputation remained yiggdled in the Cambodian community. This
was known as “saving face.” There may have beeiiyfassues or concerns that parents did not
want to share with anyone else other than closélyfammembers. As a result, | respected their

decision choosing not to meet.

Field Observations of Students’ Engagement with Ctdge

Lastly, field observations of the students on thespective college campuses allowed
me to gain insights into their world as “observa#ibdata represent a firsthand encounter with
the phenomenon of interest rather than a secondhaodunt of the world obtained in an
interview” (Merriam, 2009, p. 117). | spent one Whday with each student in his/her respective
college campus to observe his/her behavior andiées. The day depended on each student’s

schedule and availability. Ideally, the chosen deag a typical day that captured their normal
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day-to-day activities. The research questions aedretical framework guided my observation.
For example, some of the elements observed wer@hfsical setting — What was the physical
environment like? What kinds of behavior was theirsg designed for? (b) the participants —
What were the relevant characteristics of the sttgfeHow did the student interact with others?
(c) activities and interactions — What types ohaii¢s were the students involved in?

In addition, | took note of how my role, whetheras observer or an active participant,
might be affecting the scene | was observing. Inegal my role as a researcher was that of an
“observer as participant,” in which my role as atipgant was secondary to my role as
information gatherer. The purpose of this positiataice was having “access to many people
and a wide range of information” (p. 124), whichsmatal to understanding my targeted
population or culture. Merriam (2009) summarizeshis way “The researchers observe and
interact closely enough with members to establishinaider’s identity without participating in
those activities constituting the core of group rbership” (p. 124-125). Below displayed a

matrix of my research questions and specific dafi¢orrelated with one another:

Table 3.1. Research Questions By Data Sources

Semi-structured Informal Parent Campus
Student Interviews Interviews Observation

R1 — To what extent and i
what ways do the students’
family culture, history, X X
aspirations, and
interfamily dynamic
influence their
postsecondary experience?

)

R2 — To what extent does
the college culture
influence students’
postsecondary experience?

R3 — How do second-
generation Cambodian
American students make
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sense of these two sets 0
influences on their
trajectory through college X X
— their home culture as
experienced in the family,
and the college culture as
experienced on campus?

Data Analysis Approach

Once all interviews were transcribed, the documerats categorized into four conceptual
areas according to on the four acculturative gjrateidentified in Chapter 2 — integration,
separation, marginalization, and assimilation. Witese in mind, | read through the document
thoroughly many times, and sought to identify insts of each strategy at work. Afterward, |
“open coded” the transcripts and other data rectirddentify commonly used terms or “repeat
the exact word(s) of the participant, your words,aoconcept from the literature” (Merriam,
2009, p. 178). In this case, | concentrated on episcfrom the literature. In addition to allowing
the acculturative strategies literature to guide ¢bding process, | was trying to stay open to
data that struck me as interesting, potentiallgwaht, and important to tensions between the
students’ worlds — family, youth peer group, andlege cultures. Once the terms were
identified, 1 used the literature review from thamily dynamics (family obligations and high
parental expectations) discussion to guide theyaizalo identify emerging themes or similarities
and differences.

Two particular qualitative analysis techniques wespecially helpful and relevant to my
overall analytical purpose: Semiotic Clustering @®miotic Square analysis. Semiotic Cluster
Analysis looks at common themes and critically exe® denotative and connotative meanings
of those themes (Feldman, 1995). The other analytechnique, Semiotic Square analysis,
allowed me to explore tensions or opposite forcgkinva major theme or construct (Feldman,

1995). This technique was especially important mitlee centrality of cultural dissonance and
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acculturative stress that my participants were egpeing, and my desire to understand how
they encountered and resolved (if at all) thesesiteis. These techniques were used to
investigate the influence of family dynamics andlege environment on each participant. The
emerging tensions arose between the individual'svaaculture (Cambodian culture) and
mainstream culture (American culture). Participasisred definition of the Cambodian culture
was presumably revolved around the general knowledgf one’s history,
participation/involvement in the Cambodian commynénd their perception of acceptance by
the Cambodian community. As for the mainstream ucelt their shared definition of the
American culture presumably echoed their abilitychmose and their feeling of acceptance by
the mainstream society.

Again, based on the conceptual framework, the dmaulturative strategies were used
inside the semiotic square analysis to captureusnggrstand the tensions between the students’
native culture and mainstream culture, as they weamifest in separation, marginalization,
integration, and assimilation. As an analytic pattseparation referred to participants’ rejection
of the mainstream culture while accepting theiiveatulture. Marginalization occurred when
participants rejected both the mainstream and thative culture. In contrast, integration
indicated an acceptance of both cultures. Laslginailation was when participants rejected their
native culture while accepting the mainstream caltThese strategies were not static, but rather
fluid, depending on the participants’ stage in.lifée students’ family may have been drawn to
keep and hold traditional Cambodian values (Natmw)le their college climate may had
resembled American cultural ideals (Mainstream)e Tansion between both worlds created

interesting acculturative strategy decisions foe ttudents. Below Figure 3.1 presents a
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framework that visually displays a Semiotic Squa®,a basic device for analyzing cross-case
patterns in my data.

Figure 3.1.  Semiotic Square as an Analytic Frame

! Integratior

NATIVE MAINSTREAM

Separatio Assimilation

NOT MAINSTREAM NOT NATIVE

Marginalization

Furthermore, based on the Semiotic Square framewarkatrix of data analysis and research

guestions was presented to provide possible outsome
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Table 3.2. Matrix of Research Questions by Possib@utcomes Suggested by the

Semiotic Square

SEPARATION

INTEGRATION

NATIVE MAINSTREAM

MARGINALIZATION

NOT MAINSTREAM NOT NATIVE

ASSIMILATON

R1 — To what extent
and in what ways do th
students’ family culture
history, aspirations, and
interfamily dynamic
influence their
postsecondary
experience?

Potential Acculturative
2 Strategy Outcomes:
Assimilation
Marginalization
Integration

e Separation

R2 — To what extent
does the college culture
influence students’
postsecondary
experience?

Potential Acculturative
Strategy Outcomes:
e Assimilation
e Marginalization
¢ Integration
e Separation

R3 — How do second-
generation Cambodian
American students
make sense of these tw
sets of influences on
their trajectory through
college — their home
culture as experienced
in the family, and the
college culture as
experienced on

Potential Acculturative
Strategy Outcomes:

e Assimilation
Marginalization
Integration
Separation

(0]

campus?

Table 3
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Data Quality and Limitations

| reflect below upon key limitations of my designsample selection, the timeframe, the
interviewing strategy, and the observational sgwpt®ue to the nature of the sample, students’
participation in this study was solely voluntarys A result, the make-up of the students was
unknown beforehand. This led to possible multipiecomes. For instance, an all female sample
would have given different results than an all ma&nple. Tensions between the female
participants’ home life and college experience notayte be more intense than the male
participants or vice versa. As for the timeframmitation, one year of data collection and
analysis did not allow me enough time to explore @ambodian American college retention
phenomenon in depth. This was strictly due to famanconstraints. Nevertheless, | anticipated
one year would yield sufficient data. As for theteiwiew strategy, two semi-structured
interviews did not allow me enough time to buileéar rapport with the participants. As a result,
they may have been hesitant to disclose in-depsivers. In addition, as a novice qualitative
researcher, | may not have the skills to recogarz®llow-up with probing questions during the
interview, which may have caused me to miss oppdréis for richer data. This can be said for
the observational strategy as well. | may not haegced or recognized important events or
nuances that may yield valuable data. For bothritegview and observational strategies, one of
the greatest limitations may be due to my positionas a 1.5 generation Cambodian American.

My own personal biases and filtering of informatias a Cambodian American persister
myself, may also have shaped what | learned indtudy. In undertaking the analysis of this
data, | adopted an approach that explicitly recogmimy status as an “insider”, that is a member

of the ethnic/national community whose members $ wiudying. With full awareness of this
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fact and taking full advantage of the insider kneage | might have brought, | undertook a
gualitative analysis process that borrowed hedvdyn semiotic analysis techniques (Feldman,
1995). Some of the potential issues related togoam insider researcher are personal biases,
authenticity, and role confusion (Corbin & BuckBf09). Some questions arose as | entered the
field site: How will second-generation Cambodianmmigrant males and/or females perceive me
as a University of Washington graduate student? KolNvl guard against my own personal
biases? What will be my assumptions about Camboidmemnigrant communities? How will |
balance the dual nature of insider/outsider rolew kvill my own personal experiences affect
research outcomes in terms of data collection aatiysis?

As | reflect upon my educational trajectory, myrqmmnal experiences may also have
affected research outcomes, in addition to my mositg within the local Cambodian American
community. As mentioned in the beginning of thisdst my family escaped from the “Killing
Field.” And, after living in the refugee camp fowd years, we got sponsored to Rochester,
Minnesota. Three years later, we moved to Tacomashiigton because of extreme weather.
Because we lived in the projects of Tacoma andrdggc experience my family went through, |
experienced a loss of identity and a sense of leepeess. | grew up in poverty with endless
family conflicts, in which | fell into a deep degion at a young age. In addition the personal
sense of hopelessness and depression | describélde ipreface, | have also had family
responsibilities. | received little support from family to excel in school. As a matter of fact, |
became the mediator or translator for my motheruaoe American education, health, and
welfare systems since she cannot speak Engliskbrratily Cambodian. In addition, my mother
displays symptoms of post-traumatic stress disoadea result of the “Killing Field.” | was the

youngest in my family and the only one who attended graduated from college. As a result,
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there have always been high expectations from mylyao succeed in school. The participants
in this study may or may not have similar expereeas me. Therefore, | had to guard and
monitor my own assumptions of them to avoid sed¢egr experiences through the lens of my
own personal story. While my personal experiencagehprobably had a sensitizing effect,
enabling me to see things that other researcheysotal still have had to watch carefully not to
project my own resolution of the tensions describece into the data collection and analysis
process.

Corbin and Buckle (2009) point out that the dwdé rmay result in role confusion when the
researcher responds to the participants or anatiteedata from a perspective other than that of
researcher. Both authors observe that role comfusiay occur in any research study but note a
higher risk when the researcher is familiar witla thsearch setting or participants through a role
other than that of researcher. It is also possitdéethe researcher’s perceptions might be clouded
by his or her personal experiences and that as rabereof the group he or she may have
difficulty separating it from that as a member foé group. This might result in an interview that
is shaped and guided by the core aspects of teandeer's experience and not the participant’s.

As a human research “instrument”, | brought paltéic experiences and lenses to this
research and the analysis process that were wecibgnizing further. | am a 1.5-generation
Cambodian immigrant (both my parents and | were miCambodia and came to the US before
the age of twelve) who has persevered throughaimdl educational system in this country, and
am now in graduate school. Prior to graduate s¢gHambrked in the community for nine years
as a program staff and board member at SafeFutimath Center, a non-profit organization that
empowers Southeast Asian and East African youn@lpeand their families whom are gang-

involved or at-risk of gang involvement to be pwstcontributors to society. As a researcher,
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my primary goal had been to add knowledge, notassgudgment on a setting or group of
people. Recognizing my own position was one ofwgs to guard against personal biases. To
further reduce personal biases, each participastimated to review the findings for accuracy.

Lastly, my colleagues would assist in critiquing thata and findings for triangulation purposes.
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Chapter 4

Findings: The Meaning of Persistence, in the Contéx

of Family and College

To explore the research questions posed in thidystucarried out analyses in two
phases. The first, primarily descriptive phaseegaded to constructing a basic portrait of each of
the six focal students, to reveal their family bgckind, educational history, pattern of
engagement with college, and other relevant aspddteeir lives. The second, more analytical
main section is devoted to cross-case analysesy semiotic clusters and semiotic squares, that
demonstrate the way these students encounter aot/eethe fundamental tensions between

home culture and the culture of their schooling dredlarger host country society.

Within-Case Analysis: Portraits of Persistence
In the following section, | will share the storiesthe six Cambodian American students.
Each patrticipant’s story sheds light on his/hercational experience and provides a glimpse of
his/her family interactions. Furthermore, all ofetlparticipants’ stories paint a picture of a
persisterin higher education. The names below are pseudsrgnmaintain confidentiality of

the participants.

Susan
Susan was the youngest of five children. Bothesfgarents were among the survivors of
the “The Killing Field”. The family got sponsorea tthe U.S. to begin a new life. The

acculturation process was difficult for both of hmarents as their highest education level was
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high school. Furthermore, by the time they arriveth the U.S., her siblings were already
teenagers. Two of them had to work to support &meilfy. With no prior family connections in
and little knowledge of the U.S., her parents teheavily upon Susan to navigate them through
the U.S. system. In addition, they spoke littlentoEnglish, in which Susan had to translate for
them regularly since the age of eight as she voitedmember busing with my mom and dad to
their doctor appointments and | would always trareskbnd because | was born here um...and
my parents for some reason trusted me to like lagor them.”

She grew up in the projects of a large Northwesmtn Unfortunately, due to the
dynamic of her neighborhood, her brother got inedlin one of the local street gangs. To make
matters worse, her mother passed away during luighos. Her mother always “pushed her and
expected her” to do well in school. She realizeat the only way out of her situation was to
succeed in education. Susan articulated it this way

| look at my brother in particular who...he’s gottento a lot of trouble and was

affiliated with some sort of gang growing up antike somehow learned from

him and realized that even though we grow up ia Bkich a...what | felt like a

ghetto neighborhood, education is the only way out.

Although Susan’s parents didn't have the ability Help her with her schoolwork, their
encouragement, especially her mother’s, had goteerthrough many years of school. And, her
mother’s voice continued to motivate her to reaehdtademic goals as she reminded herself:

My mom passed away when | was in high school (raesl...that's why | have

to remind myself why | want this because she alwaly® just trying to...you

know when they came here, their dream was to Iieetser life, like a lot of

families and family friends that | have.

Susan knew at a young age she wanted to pursuthdaga based on her experience

acting as a ‘bridge’ between her parents’ healtth teir healthcare providers. She remained

ambitious in her academic pursuit as she passignaged, “I'm not going to stop with my
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bachelor’s. | want to do more because | want toeehaore impact on like healthcare policies.”
Susan possessed many special qualities. In adddibeing ambitious, she remained respectful
towards others, especially adults. She accreditsdcharacteristic to being ‘raised in the Khmer
culture’ (Khmer is the largest ethnic group in Cadilan and often synonymous with
Cambodian). Although the Cambodian culture exegest influences in her life, especially in
the area of school, she considered herself to bméklAmerican as she explained, “I grew up
speaking Khmer first and English | don’t know hawhink | learned that when | started pre-
school but just coming to speak English at school @eming home and speaking all Khmer.”
Susan’s possession of the understanding of bothukages had helped her tremendously to
navigate through both worlds — school and home.

Susan went to a very diverse elementary schod.r&membered playing sports during
this time with her friends. She felt the school éegized sports more than learning. As a result,
she felt unprepared entering middle school. Duting time in her life, she knew the academic
and social landscape had been different from lamehtary school experience. She described it
this way,

| felt like my own elementary school did not prepane for middle school and

um...just there were so many white kids. It was ddfe. It was very different

and it was challenging because | felt alone ancetihwere many times where | just

didn’t feel smart enough.

Middle school was a transition year for her to fEgout how to make friends of different
races. Furthermore, although her parents didn'ehhe ability to assist her with schoolwork,
she was constantly pressured by them to study imaatder to maintain good grades. This
sentiment was captured in her words, “They wereagbn.they always pushed education but

during that period of time growing up | feel likieety didn't...weren't able to contribute to my

learning.” In addition to making friends and tryitm maintain high grades, she had to balance
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school life with home life, as she often had toetadare of her parents. Some of her family
responsibilities can be better understood this way:

| feel like | spent a lot of the time as a yound kbt playing outside but more sort

of just translating their Khmer into English at ithdoctor appointments that |

would take them to cause my parents were kindhefy've always been kind of

old, elderly parents so they always had a lotloé#ises and | just know that | was

kind of like rushed to grow up a little bit becaudead to spend more of my time

making sure they were taking the right pills, yawow, their medications and

translating.
By the time she entered high school, she becantiedskit balancing both worlds. She developed
the ability and confidence to make friends fromfediént races, especially those from the
dominant culture. She expressed it this way:

| started becoming more confident in myself andchéw that the majority of the

school was still white but | was able to, | donftd, it just changed and | don’t

know how that happened but | was able to reachandtnot let the whole being

scared to talk to white people get in the way afdig friendships and feeling

like | deserve to be in that school just as muchrg®ne else did.
Unbeknownst to her by the time she entered collsige,had become a cultural mediator. Her
idea of being an American was, “Having a ton ofvigge, a ton of opportunities, a voice,
having a voice that mattersbeing American means having um...opportunities andtiadr or
not you choose to reach for those, you know it'ssauphe individual.” In addition to being an
American, she remained “strongly influenced by ®lemer culture” and her idea of being
Cambodian was “like understanding and respectihthal(Khmer) traditions”. Being a cultural
mediator helped Susan prepare for college. These exr thoughts during college, “I think it's
really kept me grounded because um...| may...and &s@ble to have this other like pair of
lenses that | think some, many of my peers domeliaAlthough she possessed both lenses,

there had been times she struggled to reconcilenhevorlds. For example, she explained it this

way:
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I've always struggled with that, just the confladt the two, going to school and

being told to speak up and then coming home anagh®id to keep my mouth

shut. Like just the culture difference...knowing tliat from two different types

of cultures, it's always been a big conflict butink now I've become, through

college | feel like I've learned to balance thoa® tand to understand that more

and I'm continuing to learn.

Susan attended a large prestigious universithenNorthwest. She lived with her older
sister in order to save money while in school. pi@rsuit of the healthcare field was coming to
fruition as she entered her last year of nursidgpsk During her first three years, she was very
involved with the Cambodian student organization campus. Furthermore, in addition to
attending school, she was helping her older siblihg taking care of their kids. Due to the
pressure of rigorous courses and family issuesectlep her brother, she had to take a leave of
absence for one quarter to attend to family matt@rsce it was resolved, she continued her
academic pursuit.

Susan’s typical college day was getting up in i@ning to take her niece to school.
Immediately after, she would drive to one of thekpand-rides near her house to catch the bus to
campus. The bus ride would take approximately 4Bubes to an hour. Once she arrived on
campus, she would go straight to her classes. lssroom was situated in a fairly large lecture
hall that accommodated approximately 200 studémbst of the students in her nursing program
were predominately Whites. The class was a corain@gent for the nursing program. She
quietly sat in the back row taking meticulous notésle listening intently to a lecture of a White
professor from the power-point slides. Interactiomghe classroom were minimal. After the
two-hour lecture was over, she quietly left thesstaom. Her next destination was to find a quiet
place to study and prepare for her exam in the olests. After a long period of time studying,

she was well prepared for her exam. After her exdm,would get on the bus to go back home.

Her mentality was, “I just want to finish, so tletvhy | just go to my classes until they’re done
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and then take the bus back and also because tBesbdsn’t run as late.” During the weekend,
she would work. Then, after the weekends, she wbetfin her typical school day all over again

as she continued to persist.

Nicole

Like many Cambodian Americans, Nicole’'s family sbugefuge in the U.S. after the
“Killing Field.” She was a middle child of one yoger and one older brother. Her mother
worked at a medical center in the midwifery offhile her dad’s occupation was a furnished
carpenter for interior environments in downtownrtkRermore, her mother’s highest education
level was an associate degree while her fatherrrigghed high school. Ever since they arrived
in the U.S., they had to work extremely hard toetalare of the family. As they focused on
navigating through the U.S. systems and providorghe family, her older brother became very
rebellious growing up in the new world as he freglyehad run-ins with legal authorities. On
the other hand, her younger brother was more oétalete. Neither of her brothers enjoyed
school.

At times there was much conflict in the home abdifferential gender treatment. Her
parents seldom pressured her brothers to perfoasieadically. For instance, as she imitated her
parents, they would be saying, in effects, to tgsb

Do whatever you want to do, we’re not gonna do laing, we’re not gonna tell

you what to do, we’re not gonna tell you what rotb, we're gonna let you do

whatever you want to do, we’ll support you regasdleo | see that as unfair cause

they still have this vision for me.

Expectations were thus different for Nicole as skpressed, “They've always wanted me to go

to the top, graduate with a Masters, PhD, all th@d stuff.” Furthermore, she showed her

frustration about the matter:
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They had this idea of what they wanted me to be,tyipical Asian-American

daughter. They had that idea and they, you knogy, fee how girls are portrayed

out there and how they're supposed to be so theg to, I'd say, mold me from

like since elementary school. School! School! S¢hsohool!

Due to high parental expectations, Nicole had tm$oon academic excellence in school
from a young age. Although she experienced a dathledard at home, she enjoyed growing up
in a very diverse neighborhood and in a very dizesshool. She had always been the “good”
student envisioned by her parents as she receivaglg A’'s throughout her elementary and
middle school years. In addition to her academifopmance, she played organized sports and
participated in student government. In the meareyhih the home, she wasn’'t given many
responsibilities as “they wanted me to just keepfotys on school and anything outside of that
was kind of seen as bad.” Her main responsibilias wetting her homework done. Then, after
that, she would do typical chores such as cleanergoom and washing the dishes. She further
said, “My grandma was younger so she was livinghwis and she basically took care of
everything. Then my parents came home and theydaakof everything.”

The “good” girl image took a different turn durihggh school. The combination of high
parental expectations and making new friends hadezhNicole to perform in a less stellar way
in high school. She acknowledged this as she $aikind of got sidetracked into hanging
out...and | would rather hang out instead of focugsingvhat | needed to which was school. You
could see that my grades had dropped a little.ritvireem like this straight 4.0 student to like,
you know like 3...3.2.” During this season in heelither shift in focus with less attention to
academic excellence caused great conflicts betlWweemand her parents. Her parents tried to be
stricter and administer consequences for poor aw&dperformance, but for Nicole, “It like

pushed me away even more.” This season of cultisabnance lasted through most of her high

school years. This season didn’'t end because opdrents’ attempt to control or be stricter. It
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wasn’t until she thought about college and reflécta life in general that she realized the

importance of education. She summed it up this Wadidn't want to do school even though my

parents were punishing me so it just took me reggjizhat | wanted to go to college to kind

of...convince myself, motivate myself to do it.” Huermore, from her reflection, “If it wasn’t

for my parents for them being Khmer and not havhmg education, | probably wouldn’t be as

motivated to go to college.” With this newfound mation, Nicole focused on school again.

Having gone through a tough season with her pgréraiowed her to understand the value of

living in both cultures. For instance, she artitedhit this way:

| mean | feel like each part makes me...it sums up wam so like I'm part of

the Cambodian culture like I have to have that.diin’'t have that | can’t say I'm

complete and then the American culture growing apehgoing to a school in
America in my hometown and all that stuff...and so #iready have these two
cultures like | wouldn’t be on campus.

Nicole’s unique skills to navigate through cul&iteelped prepare her for college.

In addition, her relationship with her parents hatproved dramatically. She felt

extremely supported by them. Her academic goaltowdsecome a social worker as she

said:

My mom works at a midwifery office where they havsocial worker on
site at their office so she understands the impogeaof having a social
worker, what impact they make on people’s livesskBe’s good with it.
My dad just wants me to do whatever makes me happgtever I'm

passionate about. So he’s content. They're botleobnvith what | want
to do just cause I'm so passionate about it.

Like Susan, Nicole attended a large prestigiougeausity in the northwest region. During

her first year, she lived on campus. After thag stoved back home to live with her parents due

to financial reasons. The pattern of her daily tfecampus was remarkably similar to Susan’s.

On a typical school day, she would wake up at &book in the morning to get ready for school.
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Then, she would commute to campus on a bus fortabobour and a half. Once she arrived on
campus, she would go straight to class. Her clasges usually from 8:30am to 1:20pm. Her
class was situated in a fairly large lecture haithwabout 120 students in attendance. She
typically sat in the middle back row as she listet®a power-point lecture of a white professor
for an hour. On most of the days she would atteack lto back classes until 1:20pm while on
one of the days she only had one early morningcldsvertheless, most of the days, she would
only come to campus to attend her classes. Therediately, she would leave to go back home
to prepare for work or finish schoolwork and speimde with her parents. She captured her
typical evening this way:

| just don’t like commuting, riding the bus at niglby myself and

then...um...going home and then meeting up with my miar@and then just

hanging out with them, dinner with them. | usuahd up watching T.V. with my

dad or like...talking or messing around with my dadnging out with him. My

mom is usually in her room or something and somegime’ll all go out and hang

out together... but yeah for the most part in thenawg time it's the three of

us...yeah.

Typically during the weekends, she would work twit days. Then, she would begin her typical

school days all over again a®arsister.

Mary

Mary’s family came to the U.S. with great hope efgyimning a new life in a new land
after living through the “Killing Field.” They sdé#étd in a diverse area of a large city in the
Northwest. She was the younger of the two childréer. sister was 10 years older. In addition,
her older sister had dropped out of high schooindua season of rebelling against her parents.
But, eventually she went back to school to finihis had played an important role in Mary’s

life to pursue education, as she didn’t want tdikeeher older sister. As for Mary’s parents, they
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sewed as an occupation for many years. Then, eafgntéound work in a large company that
provided more stability and benefits. Their lifevobsed around working. “I've seen what
they've been through and they're always workinggidsMary. Over the years, both of her
parents managed to speak English well enough tgatavthrough the U.S. systems. Mary lived
a simple life. She grew up doing typical dutiesusw the house such as doing laundry, washing
dishes, and cooking rice. Although her parents ¢spleak English, they weren’t able to help
Mary with her schoolwork. She learned how to figuhéngs out on her own. Her parents
supported her financially just as long as she reethifocused on school. She described her
parents’ academic expectations as, “I guess whapangnts instilled in me is that education is
important, my sister as well, getting her diplonma as of right now, that's my goal.”

Aside from Mary’'s academic achievement, she emjayatching movies and hanging out
with her friends. She described herself as qumegrs and friendly. She was an extremely polite
young lady. However, underneath the politeness famdloving persona, she usually kept
personal issues to herself. Throughout her childhaad adolescent years, her upbringing was
marked by loneliness. Her parents’ life of work hefd her home alone regularly after school. In
addition, due to the age gap between her and bkngsi her older sister was seldom around and
played a role as more of a second mother. Whemp&ents were home, they usually kept to
themselves as well. Mary described their relatigrssthis way:

| guess we’re close of course but just not emotigmdose | guess cause we don'’t

like to talk about things like that. | mean justyisg “I love you” is kind of

pretty...l don’'t do that. My mom does that but | dodd that. | don’t know. It's

just...since I've never...l don’t know.

Mary learned how to cope with loneliness throudénsie as she expressed her thoughts “I guess

| don't really like to talk about myself, not evemmy friends, any personal stories. | just kind of

keep it to myself.” Furthermore, she also learngdrahe years to separate home life from
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school life. She shared her insights as, “I justdkof separate them. When | get home it's
home...and then school is more a little bit more teeeo what | want.” Her statement aligned
with her thoughts about the definition of an Amarc She phrased it this way, “To be an
American, | guess just mindset. The whole, indiality, more freedom and opportunities, just
living in America.” In contrast, to be Cambodiansaa “not being open, keeping to ourselves,
sticking to our little community, what we know.” thbugh she successfully graduated from high
school and onward to college, she continued toifd¢rsough her loneliness.

Mary, too, was a student the same university e Northwest attended by Susan and
Nicole. She was the first in her immediate famdyenter college. Her typical day began at 6am.
Like Nicole, she would commute an hour and a hdtih & friend on a bus to campus in order to
catch her first class at 8am. She would then pbteéer next class. Her classroom experiences
followed a familiar pattern. The class was situateda fairly large lecture hall that can
accommodate about 150 students. She sat in therbanlistening attentively and taking notes
meticulously to a White male professor. The class Wairly diverse with a number of Asian
Americans in the course. Nonetheless, the majofithe class was White. Mary seemed to be
engaged with the power-point presentation. Afteaasg] she would meet up with an Asian
American friend for lunch at a popular place on pamwhere most Asian Americans liked to
congregate. After lunch, she would go with herrfdeo study for an exam for her next class at a
large undergraduate library. Both of them studrgdntly as they shared each other’s thoughts
and answers to particular problems. After theidgtime, it was off to her last class of the day.
It was a long day for Mary. Typically, she would tr@d and paid little attention to the course.
But, she paid particular attention that day forélxam. After the class, she would commute back

home on the bus. She usually spent her eveningshiftg homework or catch up on the latest
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Khmer or Chinese movies. The weekends were typidathily time, studying, or hanging out
with friends if the opportunity arose. After thte weekdays continued as normal where “home

it's home...and then school is more a little bit mfyre® to do what | want.”

Lee

Like many Cambodian Americans, Lee’s parents est#pe “Killing Field” to the U.S.
in the early 1980s. They came to the U.S. witHelifprior knowledge of their new home.
Furthermore, due to abolishment of education duthmy Pol Pot regime, “they didn’t have
access to education cause they grew up during timeelK Rouge genocide so they had no access
to that.” However, both of Lee’s parents finisheadhhschool prior to the regime. When they
came to the U.S., they didn’t have the opportumitycontinue their education beyond high
school as “they didn't really have a chance to ggdmd that cause they had to worry about
taking care of their parents who are you know...gmiing from Cambodia and they don’t
speak English at all so they had a number of dinedens.” Lee had a younger sister who was
born in the States as well and was a high schqat@oore. Furthermore, he had 10 younger
cousins and 10 older ones whom looked up to him ede model. Prior to Lee, there had only
been one of his older cousins who graduated fragh school as he said:

The rest... they dropped out...so | don’t know whatgeaged in my family tree

but they definitely didn’t want me to follow thewotsteps...even though they're

doing well now it’s just the fact that they droppedt and some had kids at very

young ages. They just didn't want that for me ang other young...young

cousins so just know that pressure is on me Ictatipelled to succeed and excel

and like...you know in academics.

As Lee expressed his feelings, he felt a senseesponsibility to perform well

academically. He had always been a hardworkingndily, and respectful individual. He took on

the challenge to be the first in his family to atteand eventually graduate from college.
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Although he had a great work ethics at times hddcéeel the pressure and weight upon his
shoulders for such a task. He expressed it this way

| mean it can be overwhelming at times cause atijp@yire expecting a lot out of

me since I'm the first one to go to college andtfione to graduate with my

bachelor’s degree so it places a lot of pressuna®m@nd they expect me to do big

things and go to grad school and what-not.

However, although Lee’s parents and relatives weteable to support him financially or with
his schoolwork, they had always supported him eonally during his school years. This had
helped him with the pressure of high academic perdmce, as he articulated “I didn't really
have any big responsibilities it was just againcadion cause my parents wanted to make sure
they took care of us.”

Lee grew up in the South-end of a large city innbethwest, which was known for its’
diversity. He had always enjoyed school. He met &rded great friendships during his
elementary school years, and had remained clogbeto to this day. Ever since his family
moved to the South-end, all of the schools he heh@ded were extremely diverse. One of his
memorable seasons came during his high school ysateere were more Cambodians in his
high school than his elementary and middle schomisbined. This made him more comfortable
and made school more enjoyable as he expresseé, stihool had a lot of more
Cambodians...like my people (laughs) so | definitety... clicked with them immediately just
cause “oh you're Cambodian? Oh same here.” In iatdib the positive environment, all of his

good friends had “good heads on their shoulderd™#rey always help me out whenever | need
help like just for that motivation for school.” Hunselors were also supportive of him as he
expressed, “I had great counselors who always éekmow about opportunities coming up, what

schools to apply for, how to apply fohaw to take the SATS, again just a good environthent

As a result, he excelled in his academic work.
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During this time as well, Lee developed a passa@rtlie Cambodian culture. Although
his focus was on school, he tried to participatecCambodian cultural rituals as much as he
could. He stated this way, “Cambodians like my fgme’re very prideful. We um...practice
our traditional, not me, but | try to. But | just.oy know, sometimes | don’t have the time to go
to the temples but my parents practice praying.yTbeactice traditional and rituals of
Cambodia.” During his free time, he would practizaditional Khmer dances with other
Cambodian students. He often performed Cambodidturali dances during the annual
Cambodian New Year celebration. Although he enjayedrichness of the Cambodian culture,
he identified himself as Cambodian-American. Hadweld being an American as, “I just think
of opportunity. | think of “you have um...you veritiat you are of legal...that you are legal of
this country” so that’s the first thing that contesmind when | think “oh you’re American, you
have citizenship” so that's one thing...that when ywave citizenship, you have access to
education so that’'s what also comes to mind whmk of being an American.” As a citizen of
the U.S., he took full advantage of the educatiomdenavailable to him. As a result, he
developed a keen ability to reconcile both worldSambodian traditions and American ideals,
in which he stated:

| perfectly identify with Cambodian-American. | appiate the Cambodian

culture and | appreciate the American culture arkihtl of come together and

mold the Cambodian-American culture for me so I'tlsee me gravitating more

towards the Cambodian or American.

Lee’s ability to navigate through and be comfortabith both worlds prepared him for
his time in college. After he graduated from higthaol, he attended a large prestigious
university in the northwest. As he approached bisa year, he had decided to pursue public

administration as a career path, in which he hagh lpgeparing for graduate school. His typical

day in college began with commuting one hour to masnby bus every morning. He would
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immediately meander across the large campus tbrsisclass, History of Dance. His class was
situated in a small classroom that seats abouttiBfests. He sat in the front row attentively
taking notes of the lecture conducted by a Whitdgasor. Most of the students were white and
mostly were females. The second half of the clase@ with a film about the history of ballet
dancing. After class, it was time for him to gendt at the nearby Subway shop. Then, after
lunch until the early evening, he used that timeelax, study, and catch up with emails at the
university's ethnic cultural center. Since the an@dambodian New Year celebration was fast
approaching, he dedicated his evenings to tead@argbodian cultural dances to the younger
students. Not only was he a role model to his yeursipling and cousins, he was also a role
model to the younger Cambodian students on camprusn his high school years until
sophomore year in college, he had always been btiee Cambodian traditional dancers. Then,
he took the next step in his commitment with thenBGadian club by being a member and one of
the officers in a public relations role. His commént to promote and represent the Cambodian
culture was on display when he shared a story:

When | come to UW | kind of...I try to represent fay...my people cause...well

just by wearing Cambodian sweaters and Cambodghirts that | bought from

Cambodia. | wear those just to kind of educate thblic that you

know...Cambodians, we are here, we are present sseldon’t overlook our

culture cause sometimes...it's just really ignorartiew people are like “oh

Cambodian, what is that?”
Lee knew a lot of people and had many friends ataampus. He truly enjoyed being a student
and had a strong connection with the universityteAfeaching traditional Cambodian cultural
dances for a couple of hours, he left for homéeliveren’t holding dance classes, then he would
spend his evenings and weekends studying or warldithough the pathway to college was

different for Lee than the other participants, like others, his life revealed great insights into

the characteristics ofRersister
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Sandy

Sandy’s family emigrated to the U.S. after thellikg Field” during the 1980s like many
other Cambodians. They also had to deal with tise laf many family members during that
tragic era. Shortly after her parents’ arrival e tStates, Sandy was born. She was the middle
child of four children, all of whom except her wédxays. Her parents had to work many long and
odd hours at various minimum wage jobs to suppatfamily. Although her parents spoke little
English and had little prior knowledge of their nbame, her dad finally managed to find and
settled into a job as an auto mechanic and had Wwesgking in that field ever since. Her mother,
she finally moved up the economic ladder by workinghe local casino dealing cards. Her
father resorted to alcohol to cope with past tragnvehich created many issues within the
family. Her mother was the typical quiet submisswige who worked and took care of the
house. As Sandy recalled her childhood, she destiibas “my parents, we didn't have any
connection or bond” and “dad is all about the rgptind the hitting you.” Her father’s abusive
behavior also drove two of her brothers toward regddestyle.

Sandy grew up in a low-income gang infested comiyu8he described her upbringing
in this way: “I grew up in which was the violendbge drinking, you know all that chaos, the
gambling, all that we grew up through in the prtge¢ just want a peaceful and quiet.” During
her elementary and middle school years, she grewohgying her parents’ commandments
according to the traditional view of how a typicadung Cambodian lady was supposed to
behave without any questionings. If she were tcstior or speak back to her parents’ requests,
then it would be considered disrespectful towatdst and a sign of dishonoring them. She

expressed her frustration this way:
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In our culture, with the male domination, a femaewithout...you know, not

allowed to state voices or opinions or even haweidea of anything. They're

just supposed to do, you know, what they're knowrdd and that's it. So with

that being said, | had a hard time connecting tistin my parents, letting them

know who | am, what | am, you know, as a person.

As a result, during her childhood and early admes years, she remembered having had
many family responsibilities. Some of her respottisés included: “Interpret for the family,
schedule important appointments, doctors, papemarkuments, anything vital and personal
within the household, bills, and looking througte tmails.” Her justification was “you know
because mom and dad can’t read, so they don't kmoat they're doing besides just giving us
the money to do that part so yeah.” She recallecelmnmentary and middle school years were
marked by abuse and family responsibilities. By tihiee she reached high school, the pressure
of family obligations and having to deal with caandt family issues was too much for Sandy. In
addition to her family problems, the lure of brewkiout of the traditional Cambodian female
role to spending time with her friends led her topdout of school. She reminisced, “High
school years, all | had was freshman experiencatsttwhen | dropped out. | was already
experimenting with street life stuff from there si.was unfortunate you know.” She recalled
her teenage years as “my rebellious years.” Theaesycaused great strife between her and her
parents. She resorted to drinking and doing drag®pe with her problems and to help her sleep
at night. She managed to gain her independence lirmfiamily by working at a local financial
institution for five years. She lived an independifestyle during her teenage years until her
early twenties. She came to the realization ofvildee of life when her mother was diagnosed
with breast cancer as she shared, “Watching hat fay her life[cries], that's when | realized

the value of life.” Furthermore, after spending mmbme with her mother, she reflected upon life

and felt regretful for many things as she shared:
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It occurred to me that here she is, she escapewdhdo have a better life for

herself and for us and then here | am you knowd kihjust throwing it away and

going the wrong routes. Even though I'm trynna eoam opinion of how things

should be | was going about it all the wrong ways seglected the value of life.

This was the turning point for Sandy. She movetkbd@ome to take care of her mother.
She described it as "perfect timing” as she lostjbie She made sure to drive her mother to all
of her doctor’'s appointment and she became herapyinranslator. They spent many hours
together and got to know one another all over agaandy made the decision to go back to
school to finish high school by taking the genezdlicational development (GED) exams at a
local community college. After having been gonenfrechool for so long, she was extremely
nervous, especially in the area of math. She redtddhving a teacher who was very patient with
her during the exam process. The teacher’'s patiancewillingness to help Sandy became
instrumental in her GED completion. She was ecstatiinally finish high school and it became
a motivational factor for her to continue with sohoAs a result, she enrolled in the local
community college. Her desire to be a radiologisiswthe reason why...that inspired me is

because of my mom.” With the help of many posiadelts in her life, she successfully finished

her first year of college.

Sandy’s typical day in community college was driybo school in the morning to attend
her first class, in this case, math. Unlike thesstaom situation that the other students
experienced, the classroom was extremely diverdesarall with approximately twenty students
in attendance. The teacher was an old White mdle.sat attentively in the front row taking
notes. Although she tried to stay focused in méhs; she still had a difficult time following the
teacher. Since it was a small class, students alggeto interact with the teacher by asking to

clarify some math questions. Sandy was among the asking questions.
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After math class, her typical routine was to goh® student lounge to study and work on
homework. She knew many students around campusshwiniade her feel at home. After
studying, she warmed the food that she brought fnmme for lunch. Life had turned for the
better. She truly enjoyed coming to school witheanitement to learn. She was very sociable as
she continued to talk to many friends on campuserAfinch, she would spend many hours in
the student service area to receive math tutofiihg. place was filled with students of differing
math abilities. The math service was a “GodsendterAmany hours of studying, she had to go
back home to take care of her mom. Her life revlaeound school and caring for her mother.

For the first time in her life, she was content.

Veronica

Veronica grew up in a diverse neighborhood in gdasity of the northwest region. Her
parents were young children during the “Killing léie Both of them did not remember much of
the atrocity. Both got sponsored to the U.S. atoang age. Veronica grew up with little
recollection of her father, only that, “I guess gd was in a gang in California so after | was
like two weeks old, my dad went to jail and thendmén’t get out until | was like eight or nine
years old.” Her mother eventually remarried andendinished school. As a matter of fact, she
dropped out after middle school. Veronica grew mpaihousehold consisting of her mother,
stepfather, grandmother, and younger sister. Siotle her mother and stepfather worked long
hours, in which both typically worked graveyardfthiVeronica’s grandmother essentially took
care of her and her younger sister. She didn’'t leageeat relationship with her mother. There
seemed to be much resentment as she shared, ‘1&ieas alcoholic and she gambles all of the

time” and “My mom still like...does all these...justepout and be wild and isn’'t a parent at
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all.” Her mother’s behavior forced her to grow up/aung age. She further shared her childhood

as:

| felt pressured to grow up fast because | meastated cooking and cleaning

when | was eight, really young and like since | haddo that, they kind of

stopped raising me or like teaching me or like imgjpout with the house and so

it’s like | had to just care for everyone and...esglcmy younger sister, | had to

take care of her. So | think that was hard espgaaice | had to go to school and

| was struggling in school.

In elementary school, Veronica struggled with matlading, and writing. Mainly, it was
anxiety from taking exams that affected her confaein academics. Aside from fear of test
taking, however, she was an extremely bright asdieat individual. Although her childhood
and early adolescent years consisted of taking @aher younger sister, household chores, and
many other family responsibilities, she was detapdito graduate from high school and attend
college. Not only did she excel in high school, phaeticipated in school sports and many other
extracurricular activities. Her motivation to exeelademically came from not wanting to be like
her parents as she put it:

They both...only went to middle school and so | gué#sat was kind of

like...encouragement to me cause | was like “I'm going...I'm going to go to

high school! Like, you know, I'm not gonna just..drct even imagine just going

to school until you'’re in middle school and likeogping out.

In spite of life’s challenges, Veronica had develd@ close relationship with her aunt
and uncle. She often spoke highly of them. Foramst¢, she said, “I always called my parents
my aunt and uncle.” They became Veronica and henger sister's surrogate parents. She
reminisced about the turning point in her life ahéred her gratitude towards them this way:

We really didn’t have any money at the time, seas hard for me to um... make

food for her or something. So, we would only eaaifast at school when it was

like for breakfast and for lunch. And then we woutzme back home we would

like starve and we would like try to do things se would not think about my
mom, but she just like...left us and then um...heresjsihich was my aunt, she
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like took us in during middle school and we stayath her and we started being
her full-time kids. And so, that’s how it helped alsange and start a new life.

With a new family and support structure, Veronicecessfully graduated from high
school. Everything was looking brighter for her.eStecame the first in her family to attend
college, which was a monumental moment; a largstigieus university in the northwest. Her
ultimate desire was to be a grade school teacherafvays has had the passion and joy to work
with children as she expressed her passion, “Itdeally know how to explain how | feel when
I'm around kids but I'm just different | guess (&h).” Although she remain focused on
academic pursuits, she continued to volunteer inex helping younger students to succeed in
life. In addition, she always has had the passwtodance. During high school, she performed
Cambodian cultural dances during the annual Cananodew Year celebration. She continued
to be involved with Cambodian dances throughout dwlege years as a dancer and dance
instructor. The relationship she had built with ®@mbodian Club on campus during her high
school years was the deciding factor in choosingtteend this particular college.

Veronica lived a few blocks from campus. Her tgpiclay consisted of walking to
campus to attend her morning classes. Her firgscfacused on early childhood education.
There were approximately 50 students in attendahve.students were busy with group project
activities as they listened attentively for instrans from the White professor. The class was
fairly diverse with the majority consisted of Whiemale students. She sat in the very back
room fully engaged with the materials and her cledes. After the two and a half hours of
classwork, it was off to the next class. After haorning classes, she typically walked back to
her apartment to relax, study, and eat lunch. @Qutlire afternoons, she would catch the bus to
her volunteer site in helping immigrant studentadgust to life in the U.S. or she would head to

work. Since the annual Cambodian New Year celamatias fast approaching, she had spent



84

some of her evenings teaching traditional Cambodidtural dances. Many of her friends were
part of the Cambodian Club and were responsiblepfdting on the celebration. She enjoyed
volunteering her time and meeting new people aeskhactivities allow me to make college
fun!” If she was not volunteering or studying, thehe would be working during the weekends.
Although she greatly enjoyed her college experigtigeng to balance academic, work, and
social life had been difficult at times as she esped, “The only conflict | have right now is
probably working while going to school and stilyitrg to have a social life. | don't see my
family as much as | use to because | am workinghenweekdays and weekends.” Veronica

continued to be Rersisterin spite of all the challenges she had to face.

Cross-Case Analysis: Semiotic Square Analysis

In this section, | investigated the data furtherusyng Semiotic Squares to answer each
research question. As a review, Semiotic Squarelselb at tensions between opposite forces,
concepts, or ideas. The tension | examined wasestsadand their parents’ native culture
(Cambodian culture), on the on hand, and the nra@ast culture (American culture), on the
other. The tension produced four acculturative @uies or strategies: Integration, Assimilation,
Separation, and Marginalization. These accultueasirategies allowed me to explain the ways
these students experienced and resolved the tehstareen both worlds. First, | will compare
and contrast similarities and differences in thdip@ants’ family dynamics, noting conditions
that were likely to shape their pursuit of and Eesnce in postsecondary education. Then, | will
discuss in how they adopted various acculturatikegesyies based on their circumstances — or in

some instances, as a counter response to thainttances.

Family Dynamics: Obligations, Expectations, and Otbr Conditions



| compared and contrasted the participants’ legefamily obligations and high parental
expectations. These sets of family dynamics hekleape their acculturative strategies, which
ultimately influenced their postsecondary expergengfter analyzing each story through an
acculturation lens, | found that three studentssé8u Sandy, and Veronica) experienced many

family responsibilities at home while the otherethr(Nicole, Mary, and Lee) experienced fewer

obligations, as noted in Table 4-1 below.
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Table 4-1. Family and Acculturative Strategies IrPrecollege Years

Acculturative Strategies
Family High Parental (In Precollege Years)
Participant Obligation Expectations
Circumstances Participants’ Choice
pushing towards... | On entering College
Susan X X Marginalization Integration
Nicole Marginalization Integration
X Assimilation
Mary X Marginalization
Assimilation Integration
Lee X Marginalization Integration
Separation
Sandy X Marginalization
Integration
Veronica X Marginalization Integration
Assimilation
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A scan of the differing family conditions facingettsix participants shows how some
faced more intense pressures in their home livemgiuhe pre-college years, related to both
their obligations to their families and the expéotathat they pursue education. In all case, and
especially for Susan, Sandy, and Veronica, themlfadynamics reflected their shared trauma of
the Cambodian genocide and a lack of capacity &wlgh their new host country surroundings.
For Susan, her parents were much older when shébaras As they spoke very little English
with little knowledge of how to navigate the U.§st&m, she had to be a cultural mediator
between her parents and the mainstream world. Sesagdyborn into the same situation with
many family responsibilities including: cookingeahing, and translating for her parents, among
other duties. As for Veronica, she was placed sinalar situation mainly due to her mother’s
neglect and absence from the home. Interestinglgna point in her life, she and her parents
lived in a household as if it was a single paresthf. Although Susan and Sandy grew up with
both parents, Susan lost her mother in high sclamal,Sandy took care of her ill mother as she
battled cancer. Veronica, on the other hand, gnewrith her mother; however, at times, she felt
like an orphan. Due to their situations, the burdérulfilling family obligations fell on these
three, which placed insurmountable pressure on.them

Nicole, Mary, and Lee reveal a different pattdmspite of their family background in
escaping the “Killing Field,” their parents wantdtem to focus mainly on their schoolwork.
Although their parents worked in low-wage jobs,ytlakkdn’t want their children to be in their
shoes, and in this sense, their difficult familycamstances translated more into pressure to
succeed educationally rather than into meetingclfasnily needs. Due to their hardship in trying
to acculturate in the new land, they kept on prangogéducation as a way out of their situation in

the future. Interestingly, all three grew up in tp@rent household, as shown in Table 4-2 below,
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and both parents in each home worked long houssipport their children’s academic pursuits,

in way that combined their presence, prioritiedort$, and some economic resources towards
that end. This pattern echoes that which has apdearother research on immigrant families: in

a longitudinal mixed method study of immigrant faes from the Boston and San Francisco

Bay area, Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, & Torod@@a8) found that immigrant children

who grew up in two-parent families tend to be abdwantage academically (p. 36).

Table 4-2. Family Background

Participant Both Parents or Parents Level
Single Parent of Education
Susan Single Parent High School

Mother — AA degree, Fathe

=

Nicole Both Parents — High School dropout
Mary Both Parents High School
Lee Both Parents High School

Both Parents; but mother
Sandy diagnosed with cancer Middle School

Single Parent; but have
Veronica surrogate parents Middle School

In addition, also suggested by the Table, paresdsication level played a vital role in
their children’s academic success. This was ctitwainderstand as students’ academic success

correlates with parents’ level of education. In aene study, Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, &
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Torodova (2008) found that parents with higher adiooal levels, when compared to parents
who have lower levels of education, tend to prowiaere literacy opportunities, communicate
with more sophisticated vocabularies, offer moreeas to computers, assist (productively) with
homework assignments, provide private SAT instamgtoffer knowledge about applying to and
getting into college, as well as provide other aovaid supports (p. 37). These conditions were
all absent in the six participants’ home, as thémmilies, like most escaping from the
Cambodian genocide, were relatively poorly educated unable to provide the full range of
advantages the researchers noted. That said,arpaftmodest differences appears among my
six study participants that is also associated wéintensity of family obligation to meet basic
needs. Among Susan, Sandy, and Veronica — thosepressured by family obligations — only
Susan’s parents had reached high school, whilpahents of the other two had dropped out of
middle school. In the case of Nicole, Mary, and,Llaethe other hand, one or more parent had at
least a high school education, and Nicole’s mokiaet attained her AA degree (though her father
had dropped out of high school). While these défifees are modest, they may well have offered
an incremental level of support or understandinguathe importance of education, if not a more
concrete sense of how to push or support theipoffg’s educational trajectory.

Perhaps related to the highest level of educatiteined by one or more parent, high
parental expectation was another factor that initee students’ postsecondary experiences.
Four of the students (the same ones who had dtdeasparent with a high school education)
experienced high levels of parental expectatiortslenthe other two experienced lower levels.
Susan’s, Nicole’s, Mary’s, and Lee’s parents deisiog their children to enter and graduate from
college, while Sandy’s and Veronica’'s parents hess$ lambition for them. Even though their

parents couldn’t help them with their homework, fingt four received a clear message that their
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parents wanted them to succeed academically. FearSishe found the motivation to excel in
her school from her belated mother. “I want to make proud,” said Susan. She realized her
mother’'s high expectation to perform academicallgswor her own good. Unselfishly, she
wanted to graduate from college not only for hdrdrit mainly, for her mother. As for Nicole,
she came to the realization that her parents ditkwe the opportunity to pursue a bachelor’'s
degree. Instead of trying to play the role of tigpdd” Cambodian girl, she took the pressure
from her parents as a motivation to becoming trst in her family to finish a four-year degree.
Similarly, Mary and Lee wanted to be the first aslwo graduate with a bachelor's degree and
beyond. Mary didn’t want to drop out of school liker older sister. Nor did she want to work
endless hours like her parents. She wanted to sualeeshe finished school to avoid her family’s
fate. As for Lee, high parental expectation didietract him from school. As a matter of fact,
the pressure motivated him to be the first in hignediate family and relatives to attend and
graduate from college.

The other two participants, Sandy and Veronicgyeeenced a different dilemma at
home from the other four. Interestingly, both theseticipants’ parents never finished middle
school. Compounding this fact, both participanisldpical fathers were involved in one of the
local street gangs. As a result, academic expeattivere different for Sandy and Veronica.
Although Sandy mentioned the violence in the hommend her childhood and adolescent years,
she seldom mentioned her father during her GEDcalldge years in any of the interviews and
observations. She was fond of her mother and wanté&dish school for her. She was extremely
motivated to finish school as a radiologist not Wimg how long her mother would survive
cancer. As for Veronica, her father lived far away different state. She made the effort to see

him once a year. As she had been working on bugldinelationship with her father, she was
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thankful for her new “parents,” her aunt and uncleho remained as her source of
encouragement. Although she forgave her biologinather, she seldom spoke of her. Her
motivation didn’t come from the pressure of highigraal expectation rather it came from the
lack of one as she vowed to finish college becauden’t want to be like her.”

In sum, these students dealt with high parentaketgbions or lack thereof in different
ways. It began as issues related to cultural dessoe with the messages of the new host country
culture at odds with the culture these studenteeepced at home and with their particular
traumatic history. Over time, they discovered tleim way to reconcile both worlds — not by
leaving the home culture behind (though that isoasfble option) — but by seeking a more
integrative solution that respected and honoredhibve culture embodied by their parents,
while reaching out to the mainstream culture anatwhcould offer them. While the literature
typically has framed family dynamics within Asianmg&rican families in a negative light, my
findings paint a more positive picture by showiegiliency within each student’s story, in that,
through various trials in their lives, these studeound a way to forge unique sets of skills to
navigate both worlds. Their resolution reveals dipaar — and sometimes surprising — pattern

of their movement towards an “integrative” accudtive strategy.

Acculturative Strategies in the Pre-College Years

After analyzing the six participants’ stories, shestudents developed unique sets of
skills, exhibiting distinct acculturative strategighat enabled them to reconcile both worlds —
home and school. By the time they entered colledlepf them had adopted the integration
strategy — that is, they had accepted both cultasestegral parts of their identity, and found
ways to hold on to their own native culture whikrtipating in a dominant mainstream culture.

However, it didn’t begin this way. Based on thaimily’s history, situation, and challenges, they
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could have easily adopted the marginalization efnat- that is, rejected both their own home
culture (e.g., as manifested in a dysfunctional é&oenvironment), while also rejecting the
mainstream American culture (e.g., as an unwelcgmaven hostile social environment).
Clearly, the pressure at home with the combinabbriamily obligations and high parental
expectations or lack thereof, could have been reasopush each student away from their home
or native culture. Furthermore, most inner city il were ill equipped to work with the
refugee student population. The combination oflélo& of academic support at home and in the
school could had been major factors to encouragé student to drop out of school; thus,
leaving them marginalized in society.

The study participants had plenty of examples ofgmnalization around them. This was
true for Susan’s brother, and it could have bewaa tor her as well. But instead, she remained
focused and studious throughout her academic cavbée carrying her family’s load. But
almost as easily, the participants might have kdramvn to an assimilation strategy, whereby
they turned their backs on the home culture in faxfothe mainstream American culture they
were encountering in school and elsewhere. Nidoleexample, played the role of the “good”
Cambodian girl well as she received straight Al®tighout her elementary and middle school
years. But then, in high school, she adopted team@lation strategy as she rebelled against the
“good” Cambodian girl image. Although her gradespgred significantly, she was experiencing
one of America’s virtues - independence. Eventusiig learned how to reconcile both worlds.
As a result, Nicole and her parents became besidsi during her college years. As for Mary,
she experienced little emotional contact with harepts as they worked long hours. Her
loneliness at home drove her away more and more frer native culture. It wasn't by choice

that she received little contact with her pareR@&@ther, it was by circumstances that she drifted
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toward the assimilation strategy. Over time, sheettgped an appreciation for both worlds even
though she separated the two into “home is home’ “achool is school”. For instance, she
remained focused and studious on her academic ipwvbile enjoying Khmer and Chinese

movies at home.

A separation strategy, in which the participanllimgly oriented his or her life to the
home culture while rejecting the mainstream cultwas also a possibility, especially where the
home culture was a source of positive associatibes. enjoyed his family and was proud of
being Cambodian. Only one of his twenty cousinssfiad high school and many of them were
gang-involved. Lee could have easily followed thHewotsteps. Even though many of his cousins
adopted the marginalization strategy, whether lmycghor circumstances, he was determined to
be the first in his family to attend and graduatent college. Yet he had many Cambodian
friends in the community and often participatedha annual Cambodian New Year celebration
and other traditional Cambodian rituals. He easilyld have been comfortable socializing with
other Cambodians in the community and remained ign ethnic enclave as a sign of the
separation strategy. However, his school was exemiverse, in which he had many friends
and mentors outside of his ethnic enclave. Schoalave him the fertile ground to develop an
integration strategy as he learned how to navigatke worlds.

Their embrace of an integration strategy was thatsanforegone conclusion, and it was
sometimes the end result of a period of time inclwhthe participants “tried out” different
acculturative strategies. Sandy, for example, abfte marginalization strategy in response to
the difficult circumstances she experienced in maspects of her life as an adolescent. Two of
her brothers including her father were gang-invdlvEhere was always constant strife at home

due to alcohol abuse. It typically led to physiahotional, and verbal abuses. As a result, the
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combination of family issues and not feeling coriedcat school led her to drop out of high
school. She eventually sought independence fronfianeity by running away from home and by
working at a local financial institution. Her manglization strategy led her to a lifestyle of drugs
and parties for a number of years. Most of her peknring that time were gang involved.
However, she came to her senses when her mothediagsosed with cancer. Although this
event was traumatic, it brought her closer to hame eventually back in school. It took Sandy
ten years to turn from a marginalized strategy @amadntegrated one.

Finally, Veronica, by circumstances, could havepaeld the marginalization strategy by
following her parents’ footstep. While her fatheasvin prison, her mother neglected her
motherly responsibilities. Veronica took on theer@s mother to her younger sister. Due to
family issues and circumstances, she experiencegak connection with her parents. As a
result, she focused her attention on doing wefldinool and on taking care of her younger sister.
In addition, she became very involved with vari@xsracurricular activities in school. Because
of her family issues, it would seem appropriatadopt the assimilation strategy. In other words,
it would be comfortable for Veronica to acculturate the mainstream society by rejecting her
native culture. Instead, through dancing, she dead her native roots. She greatly enjoyed
dancing and remained passionate about it. Sherpetbtraditional Cambodian cultural dances
often during the annual Cambodian New Year celerafThrough dancing, she was able to
develop an integrated strategy during her high slchears.

All in all, by the time all of the participants enéd college, they had become gifted
cultural mediators. All faced the fundamental cidtudissonance that is inescapable for second-
generation Cambodian immigrants, and all were sthavithin home culture that was marked by

acute stresses and a traumatic history. But byeréifit routes and prompted by somewhat
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differing circumstances, they all found an accuative strategy that allowed them to
comfortably meld their home cultures with the maesm culture. As such they had each
developed a set of coping skills and cultural mialestrategies that would set the stage for their

postsecondary education.

Post-secondary Context: College Campus Climate andonditions

All of the students attended one of two higher adioa institutions. Five of the students
were enrolled at a large prestigious universitylevthie other one attended a community college.
There were notable similarities and differencesmt@mparing and contrasting both schools. In
terms of similarities, both of the schools had wat centers and student services available to
meet students’ needs. All of the students withekeeption of Mary utilized these centers and
student services. Furthermore, both schools werallgand culturally diverse, including other
Cambodian and Southeast Asians students, as welludents from other racial and cultural
backgrounds. The university consisted of 35% migatudents while the community college
boast a 70% minority student population. The ditersf the student population, however, was
not matched by a corresponding diversity amongfdbalty. For example, in observing classes
these participants attended, | only saw White nmaiafessors. Although the schools were
diverse, the professors were not. This may expldiy the participants never spoke of any
connections or relationships forged between theththeir professors. As a result, participants’
connection to the university didn’t come from teash All of their connections to campus came
from cultural ethnic clubs for those attended theversity while connection to the community

college came from the tutoring center and peere@-nteractions.
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Table 4.3. Comparison of College Climate and Contions

Feature of Campus University Community College
Campus size Larger Smaller
Classroom size Larger Smaller
Student diversity Same Same
Access to professors Less access Greater access
White professors Same presence Same presence
Presence of cultural Present Present
centers
Access to student Same Same
resources
Frequency and range of More events Fewer events
social events

As for the differences, the university was muclydarthan the community college. There
were approximately 40,000 undergraduate studentheruniversity; whereas, the community
college consisted of approximately 5000 studenssaAesult, the classroom size observed in the
university ranged from 50 to 200 students. As fier tommunity college, the classroom size was
about 20 to 30 students. This may explain why acteprofessors in the university was difficult
for the participants. In the community college, &arwas able to interact with her math

professor in class by asking various math questidhs larger campus made it less intimate for
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the participants than the community college clim&te the participants attending the university,
Susan, Nicole, and Mary only came to campus tadttheir classes and then would typically
leave right after. As for Lee and Veronica, theyeveery involved with the Cambodian Club,
which explained why they tend to stay on campusid$ain contrast, she spent many hours
throughout the week at the tutoring center. Shietiiat the school and teachers were eager and
willing to help her with her schoolwork.

In general, the participants who attended the usityeseemed to be more connected to
the campus through the cultural/ethnic and sodiddscthan through with the university staff or
faculty. While in the community college, Sandy felore connected to the campus through the

staff than social clubs.

Negotiation Between Two Wrlds: Evolving Acculturative Strategies

All of the subjects had to make sense of the twoldg in which they lived, one in the
home culture with the particular family dynamicgyhwere experiencing, and the other on the
college campus in the particular contexts they fbtimemselves. In effect, their negotiations
between these two worlds reflected a priority ord@iot necessarily the same — between family,
work, and school and manifested itself in a paldickind of connection or desire for connection
with the college campus. As summarized in Table thé outcome of the negotiation was an

acculturative strategy.
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Acculturative Strategies
Negotiating | Connections to (postsecondary years)
Participant priorities College
between two Campus Circumstances Desired Strategy
worlds pushed towards...
Susan Family Desired to
(at University) School connect but had Forced her to choose
Work too many Separation Integration
responsibilities
and work
obligations
Nicole Family Desired to Forced her to choose
(at University) School connect but separation (finance
Work worked a lot, problems, had to
had strong move home with Integration
family bond, parents)
access to
various
programs
Mary School Desired to Her strategy was
(at University) Family connect but separation; no one Integration
(no work) needed initial reached out to her
connection
Lee School Well Active engagement in
(at University) Family connected Cambodian Club Integration
Work
Sandy Family Well Active engagement in
(at School connected Tutoring Center Integration
Community (no work)
College)
Veronica School Well Active engagement in
(at University) Family connected Cambodian Club Integration
Work

As cultural mediators, these students learned taooprioritize major areas in their life —

in particular, the priorities among family, scho@nd work — and the priority order in
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conjunction with other conditions on campus, afdcthe acculturative strategies going through
postsecondary years. Although all of them desioeldet integrated into the college campus, only
three were fully engaged and involved with societivities on campus. The other three had
pressing needs to attend to, often related to thaiilies, and this exerted a counter-pressure on
their chosen acculturative strategy. For the tingd years, Susan was an active member of the
Cambodian Club on campus. She loved the missiothefclub to preserve and promote the
Cambodian culture on campus and in the greater aomtyn She enjoyed serving the
community through various outreach events. As siteagcepted into the nursing program and
family issues arose during her junior and seni@ryshe had to stay focused on her studies and
help out her family. In addition to schoolwork dahily responsibilities, she had to work to pay
for college since she received little financial po from the school and home. Notably, her
family was considered low-income according to tlmvegnment. Susan desired to be fully
integrated on campus. However, the rigor of thesimgr program, family responsibilities, and
work forced Susan to adopt a separation strateggivie a glimpse of her situation, she shared:

Basically last year during my first year of nursisghool my brother umm...had

to...he was having some problems with his ex-wife emdhe point where the

state was trynna take all 3 of their kids and um..smsyer and | worked hard with

the case worker like going to court meetings anst jmneetings with the

caseworker to try to gain custody of the kids sat tlhok a large portion of my

time winter quarter which um...affected my schooling.

Nicole also desired to be fully engaged on campBhe. lived on campus during her first
year in college. She was very involved with a papgrthat geared toward empowering young
women of color. She expressed her delight in thgnam as,

It's a great program. At first | was hesitant irifggin it but | know | wouldn’t be

here if it wasn’t for that program so um...and | rAeLOT of people through
it...like some of my closets friends are STP students
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Unfortunately, during her second year, she had twanback home to reduce her monthly
expenses and had to work many hours to pay foegell As a result, she was forced into
adopting a separation strategy. Though she stilldexess to various programs on campus, but
due to the long commute and work, she seldom etllihe services.

Mary was excited about her first year in collegbe Svas young, bright, and shy. As a
cultural mediator, she wanted to be more involved¢@ampus. Since it was her first year, she was
still figuring out how to navigate the large unisgy campus. Like the other participants, she
was the first in her family to attend college. Téfere, she had little prior knowledge about
college expectations (knowledge that could havenhesssed down from immediate family
members or relatives). She remained reserved aed &kpt matters to herself. However, she
did have a few friends she connected with on camtiser than that, she continued her focus
on excelling academically. In spite of her long coate and academic focus, she wished to be
more involved on campus. She needed the initiaheotion. She would be more involved if
someone on campus reached out to her, as she shared

It's more of a time issue and the whole first st@pg...it's so hard for me to take

that first step but after that first step | meashbuld be fine. I'm trynna find the

time to do it and join a club or something.

For someone like Mary, the initial contact could amethe difference between adopting an
integration strategy versus a separation one.

As Mary’s case suggests, connections with ingbitizl supports could have an influence
over the acculturative strategy each student assameé sustained. Lee, Susan, and Sandy were
fully integrated into the college campus both acaidally and socially. Although Lee commuted
and worked many hours throughout the week, he deditrong connection with the college

campus. He continued to keep his academic goalia pmerity. During the little free time he
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had during the week, he enjoyed serving alongsisidriends in the Cambodian Club. He was
first involved with the club as a traditional Khmaaincer. Later, he became fully involved as a
member and public relations officer. He made maimgnéls on campus during the course of his
undergraduate years. He described his experiencéWss all study together. We all work
together. So just to know that we have that certaiimg in common it propels you to do more
and to do better. And to do it with your friendskimd of...it helps even more.” Furthermore, he
knew how to access emotional support through thael@adian Club if he ran into any personal
issues as he articulated:

| feel like it's a better connection when you calktto like...personal issues with

someone who you resonate with greatly like a Canaloodike another

Cambodian person cause they understand the hasdshi@ambodian families,

um...they may have experienced similar upbringinggusbthe fact that we can

fall back on someone who's personally experiencadtwve've experienced, it

definitely makes things a lot more comfortable aridt more at ease when you're

kind of debriefing on the whole situation that yare facing.

Lee’s ability to navigate between two worlds pregbinim to graduate from college.

Similarly, in spite of a ten-year hiatus from scha®andy was enjoying her time in
college. Although she continued to have many famglgponsibilities, she felt comfortable on
campus. As a matter of fact, she forged many fshipbs on campus. She described her new
friends as positive compared to her old ones, whlalged a vital role in helping her to achieve
her academic goals. For instance, she explained,

Surrounding yourself with positive people. Thaaimajor factor. You know how

they say, you are who your crowd is? It really gsim major impact from all the

social crowds I've been going through.

In addition to feeling socially connected on camplse felt her academic needs were met as

well. She spent countless hours receiving helphatttitoring center. Also, due to the small

classroom size in community college, she felt sujgoloby her teachers. Even though she found
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a new passion for school, she remained involved r mother’s life. She continued to make
time to take her mother to all of her doctor’s appoents and continued to be her primary
English translator. She also made sure to cookcéeah around the home in order to alleviate
any burden from her mother. Both were becomingecldsends as they continued to spend
guality time together. She was once marginalized,dver time, she learned how to adopt the
integration strategy.

Lastly, Veronica was well adept in navigating tgh both worlds. She lived in walking
distance from the campus. In addition, she contintee be thankful and received on-going
support from her new family. She shared her newljasituation as,

Once we were with my aunt and uncle, cause my usckhite and he...he tried

like, I guess he kind of spoiled us. | guess helsarspoiled then a... Cambodian

like, you know, family. Yeah, so he always like 8pd us and so | didn’t have as

much responsibility as | did in high school but. till $ielp out around the house

and stuff.

The new support structure allowed her to focus orkwschool, and volunteer opportunities. In
addition to working many hours throughout her westle remained involved academically and
socially on campus. Her main career focus remaiadzecome an elementary school teacher, a
goal towards, which she was strongly progressingh\We little free time that she had, she
enjoyed and continued to be involved with the Cadmdoo Club as one of their dance instructors.
She expressed her commitment this way:

Well the Cambodian Club is like the deciding faaddme coming to the U and |

like...l knew they always put on a new year show snd.|l always wanted to be

a part of it and...I think the new year show is whiahgs the community together

especially like...at the...um...around this area andnted to be a part of that.

Veronica loved serving others. Although at timesvés difficult for her to balance her work,

school, volunteer, and family life, her unique kkset in navigating both worlds had prepared

her for such tasks.
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All of the six second-generation CambodAmerican students possessed a set of unique
skills to be cultural mediators. In spite of unigcteallenges within their family dynamics and
their college culture, they continued to persisbtigh college towards their Bachelor's degree.
But, in so doing, they sometimes found themseh@sedl to make adjustments in their
acculturative strategies, in ways that could takeoant of a dynamic balancing act involving
their commitments to family, the demands of thelialing, and whatever obligations they had
for working. The cultural negotiation process inieththey were involved thus did not always
enable them to sustain an integrated stance, dwamgh they had developed the cultural
mediation skills and even the commitment to ac@m meld both cultures together in their

lives.



103

Chapter 5

Conclusions and Implications

This dissertation study has looked closely assixond-generation Cambodian immigrant
students who are currently attending college, aritb vnave persisted in college despite
substantial adversities in their lives prior to ahding their college years. The challenges they
have faced stem initially from the conditions okithfamilies coming to the United States,
uprooted by the trauma of genocide and making theiy to this country with little or no
English, little knowledge of how American societyonks, and relatively little education or
relevant (or recognized) job skills. They have hadnake their way in their new surroundings
ill-equipped and with scars of their traumatic brgt It has not been easy for them or their
children.

Born into this situation or coming with them asrweyoung children, the study
participants have found themselves straddling tvooldg—the first defined by their families’
circumstances, native culture, and shared traumlaistory, and the second defined by
mainstream culture and institutions, chiefly thbaas they have attended, and also by a larger
context of discrimination, poverty, and racism. this situation, the study participants have
grown up facing significant “cultural dissonanceidastress. A central challenge to their lives
has been to navigate and, where possible, resoévdissonance in ways that serve their longer-
range needs and goals.

The study has revealed a pattern of culturally-esdled resilience, guided by evolving
and adaptive acculturative strategies, with theetfieict that these individuals are making their

way successfully through postsecondary educatiohhawe found a way to connect their home
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cultures with the larger host country culture, with sacrificing either. In this chapter, | will

review the main patterns in the data, and thenoegpiheir larger meanings concerning the
postsecondary persistence of students for thiscpéat cultural group (and even from any
particular cultural group), as well as some possditernative interpretations of the findings.

Finally, I note unanswered questions and implicetifor postsecondary institutions.

Summary of Main Findings

The six stories of second-generation Cambodian Aaerstudents showed how family
dynamics and the college culture together are emiting their educational experience and
progression towards their undergraduate degreeir Thharneys are in many ways unique,
revealing substantial differences in the circums¢anthey faced at home, and the configuration
of supports and pressures that reside in theirlyatiynamic. The pressures they experienced at
home could have pushed them into different cousaisexample, three participants experienced
a high degree of family responsibilities, while tlo¢her three experienced lower levels.
Furthermore, four participants experienced higleptal expectations at home while two of them
a lack of one. Interestingly, four participantswgrep with both parents while two of them were
raised in a single-parent household.

As shown in the findings, each journey was uniguné eomplex. They learned how to
adapt to their circumstances, and a common acatilter strategy — one that emphasizes
integration of the two cultural worlds they are espncing. In short, they moved into their
college education seeking a way to join their hauléures and the mainstream culture they have

encountered in their schooling.
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Based on their family dynamics, all of them easiyld have adoptedraarginalization
strategy —that is one in which they rejected the host cultasewell as their home cultures.
Similarly, some might have been tempted bgeparationstrategy, in which they resolved to
stay primarily connected to their home culture, levlnejecting the mainstream culture, in which
they did not feel welcome. Or, in a few cases, duld have been just as likely for the
participants to have gone the opposite way, rejgcthe home culture and all its apparent
dysfunctions for a complete immersion in the maeah culture, through aassimilation
strategy. However, they chose tilegration strategy. Their stories revealed their desiredo b
integrated into both their parents’ native cultara the mainstream one. Although each student
desired the integration strategy, the cultural-ragoin skill sets were learned and developed
during their childhood and adolescent years. Thsbdés are students’ ability to reconcile the
tension between the mainstream culture and thamehgulture. As shown in each of their
portraits, although their pathways were differdny, the time they entered college they had
developed an ability to flow through both worlds.

As cultural mediators, the six participants udesrtcultural-mediation skills to navigate
the college world and home life. One of the pgphcits attended a local community college
while the other five attended a large prestigionisersity. There were some similarities between
the small community college and large universitgttBhad a diverse student body and cultural
centers for students. All of the students were Ivem at least with the student services/centers
on campus while remaining connected to their hoifiee With further examination, all of the
students developed a weekly routine and priorititeslr responsibilities accordingly. As for
differences, the classroom size was much smallén@rcommunity college than the university.

Another difference was the number of social evémas occurred on campus to provide students
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with social opportunities as the large universigntained more than the community college.

These factors played out differently for those wdittended the university and community

college via access to faculty members and conmed¢tiocampus. Students who attended the
university had less access to their professors tharone who attended community college, in

which their only connection to the campus was tglhosgocial clubs. Whereas, the community

college students’ access and connection to the eamwas through her professor and academic
tutoring service.

As shown in the findings, this college climate $ie¢ stage for the participants to
showcase their cultural-mediation skills. For thoéehe participants, they were well integrated
into the college world. They knew how to balance tensions between both their home and
college life. As for the other three, they desitedbe connected and involved on campus. Due to
various circumstances, they were forced to spesaltieme on campus. As a result, the student’s
desire to continue pursuing an integration stragyved, and took on more of the character of
a separation strategy, albeit a forced separatidrpassibly a temporary one. At the same time,
these students were able to continue their studidde successful academically.

The main findings revealed the unique challengesh edudent faced and how they
overcame those challenges. Often times, literatureimmigrant populations implicitly and
explicitly reveals a deficit perspective about &id’ native culture suggesting that their home
circumstances and culture negatively influence rthesademic achievement. This study
challenged such deficit perspectives and revealédiferent understanding of college retention

among a particular immigrant group.

What These Findings Say about Understanding Reterttn

of a Particular Immigrant Group
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This study’s findings reveal great insights inte fhersistence of a particular immigrant
group. In particular, the study takes us deepey, iintst, the nature of the cultural dissonance and
stress young people in immigrant groups experieacd,how they resolve them; second, what
distinguishes this particular cultural group, armvhthose differences might play out in their
persistence stories; and third, how their perstgan postsecondary education reveals a certain

kind of resilience.

Understanding How Young Immigrant Family Members Resolve Cultural Dissonances
They Experience

First, the study helps us see how the students dinpfoductive way to navigate the
inevitable cultural dissonance and stress theyrexpee. Their resolution, each in its own way,
was to develop skills at “cultural mediation” amduse the strengths each culture provided them
to support both themselves and their families gdorgvard. The process was not simple, or
linear; however, developing an acculturative stratef integration often involved adopting other
strategies first, then discarding them later (espmetime one needs to “try out” different
acculturative strategies, whether forced or unfdremtil one finds that they don’t help to reach
one’s goals). Integration means drawing on bothhbst and home cultures to form a new
complex identity, in this case, known as Cambodiamerican. Integration also encompasses
ways young immigrants adapt to the dominant cujtsirece they cannot fully assimilate into the
culture due to long lasting stereotypes historycalhd currently cause discriminatory practices
and beliefs in immigrant youth—in the case of Asimericans, as “model minority” and

“perpetual foreigner”. Although such harmful stegges and discriminations in the U.S. may
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not disappear for a long time, immigrant youth deped great resilience and persistency, which

speaks to the power of integration.

Understanding What Defines and Distinguishes a Pardular Immigrant Group

This study is concerned with a particular Southéasan immigrant group, one that has
not been studied much and is easily subsumed iaderocategories, in ways that obscure the
actual dynamics of postsecondary persistence i®mgtioup. By not understanding heterogeneity
of immigrant groups, scholars and postsecondargelsadeny immigrant groups’ unique
experiences, which creates a distorted perceptidgheir reality. For example, the six second-
generation Cambodian American participants’ stastesuld clarify the false notion of all Asian-
Americans depiction as “model minorities” —that gghly capable and successful members of
a minority population in America, and ones who @b meed particular help or support. While it
is true that all six were in college (in itself end of educational “success story”), they were not
uniformly successful in academic terms, and thearty needed a variety of supports, both to
arrive in college and to stay there. And it is al®wy clear, together with all of their family
members, they represent a wide range of dispositicapabilities, and degrees of success or
failure.

What is more, the particular cultural history ti@mbodian Americans bring and the
circumstances of their coming to the United States,refugees from traumatic genocide,
distinguish them from the majority Asian groupghe U.S. (Chinese, Japanese, Philippines, and
Koreans), if not most others of the 48 differenhnét groups from some Asian origin.
Furthermore, their experience as refugees is glifiterent, as well, from other Southeast Asian
groups (Vietnamese, Thai, and Laos). The traumen ftbe genocide, “The Killing Field”,

creates a set of complex issues as Cambodiang@tt® settle into a new land. These issues
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were threaded through the family dynamics my sto@ticipants recounted, and are the source
of some of the anger and frustrations they expeeenas well as the life choices that they and

their family members made.

Understanding the Meaning of Resilience in CambodiaAmerican Students’ Persistence

Finally, the study reveals that retention of CamaondAmerican students reflects
resilience, especially a kind of culturally-basesgsilience. Although all of the participants
continued to persist towards their bachelor degfres; had to overcome many family issues and
obstacles, as seen in their stories. Much of teealiure about Southeast Asian Americans would
end there, as many scholars continued to paintetlstsdents as victims. However, these
students’ stories revealed their strengths as ralltnediators and resilient individuals. Cicchetti
& Rogosch (2002) defined resilience as the undedstg of the processes underlying adaptation
and mal-adaptation across the life course, whig® groviding the means of preventing and
ameliorating mal-adaptive and pathological outcgmdsch in this case, would mean dropping
out of college. But beyond the conventional deifom$ of “resilience”, lodged in psychological
literatures, the findings of the study paint a wietof a more culturally rooted set of dynamics
within individuals and their interactions with the&nvironment that makes them resilient in the
face of the particular adversities that CambodiameAcans face.

A recent resilience literature review study by R#kKTricker (2005) points to positive
factors such as a caring adult relationship andneciedness to community that promote
academic achievement. With all of the participatiiey were either involved in the Cambodian
or college community — and in particular, segmerthe college community that were sensitive
to their cultural roots (as in ethnic centers) d/an developed relationships with caring adults,

which helped them to become resilient and to aéhamademically. And here the “caring adults”
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include, in most cases, their parents, people whboely what it means to be Cambodian and
who wish the best for their children as well aseothdults who can support their efforts to
achieve their goals. So resilience means, amongr okings, finding a way to honor and stay
connected to cultural roots that simultaneouslyeot¢fhardship or adversity and strength and
endurance. Seen in this way, the six students’ nisireescape from genocide reflected
tremendoupersistencef a different sort.

Unfortunately, these stories cannot be generaligedll second-generation Cambodian
American students or to other immigrant groups. Wah the participants’ immediate family
members and relatives, for example, ended up beisginalized and dropping out of school.
Similarly, other immigrant groups experience thmear similar fates. There is much work to
be done to help other Cambodian students and otimeigrant groups to persist through school

and to succeed academically as this study prodde® important implications.

Other Ways of Understanding Students’ Persistence

The main findings reveal the unique experiencea gklect group of second-generation
Cambodian American college students and their ijposds cultural mediators. The persistence
of these students can be explained and interpietedternative ways such as socio-economic
status, intelligence, gender differences, and luck.

A first explanation centers on the economic resesiravailable to these students. By this
argument, since most of the students grew up inrgarent homes, they may have experienced
higher income than other second-generation Camba&iaerican students, and that these extra
resources, though modest, would have helped themg oa in their educational studies. This
explanation reflects evidence that students whevgrp in higher income households tend to

persist more than those from low-income househwidlole, 2003). Although socio-economic
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resources may help students to persist though sdhounlikely to be the main factor for these
six participants. All of them grew up in low-incomeighborhoods. Furthermore, even though
both parents of four of the students worked, atheim were employed in low-wage jobs. As for
the other student who grew up in a single-paremhdyoshe manages to persist through her
primary and secondary schooling into higher edocatith little economic assistance.

Another explanation for the students’ persistendeigher education is strictly a matter of
their superior intelligence. By this argument, leason why the six participants excelled in
school, while many of their family members, relasy or friends did not is that they were more
intelligent than other second-generation Cambodiamerican students. Although without a
doubt they are intelligent, this trait alone doed help students to persist in college, and it
completely ignores the cultural dynamics and accative strategies that are so prominent in
these students’ stories. There is a strong chahaé dther intelligent second-generation
Cambodian students in the U.S. did not have theppity to attend or have dropped out of
college. In addition, the notion of intelligencendes these students their individual struggles and
hard work. As seen in their stories, they overcam@y obstacles and worked extremely hard to
persist through school. Furthermore, the notionntélligence plays into the model minority
myth that all Asian Americans are universally smamtl successfully economically, which is
clearly not true for these students and their feasil

Conceivably, gender may also have played a vitdd in these students’ persistence.
Because all but one of these students were wonmenatgument could be made that this
predisposed them to be more studious, more comunitteschooling, and more effective at it.
And there is plenty of evidence of a growing gengigs among young men and women in many

racial and ethnic groups, whereby the former areniare likely to achieve academically than the
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young men. One may argue that females are smarkave better adaptive skills than males, yet
my one male subject was clearly as well adaptedptifmore so than the women. And it is also
clear that among the five women | studied, sevefrdéhem were at considerable risk of not ever
making it to college to begin with, no less persgstin it, as they worked through different
acculturative strategies. At the same time, théearly were pressures on male Cambodian
Americans in the families of the six | studied tinaight have pushed them in other directions,
and kept them there. For example, involvement imigangs (as a protective measure) and
involvement in drugs (as a way to secure incomeptfescape desperate circumstances) were
clearly big temptations for male siblings, fatheaad relatives of the students | studied. Here,
their trajectories and choices may be reflectihgrger pattern in the United States. For instance,
the “War on Drugs” in the 1980s caused the US ppoallation to increase from 300,000 to
over 2 million in less than 30 years (Alexanderl@Q during that time, Cambodians came en
masse, and most of the inmates were Black and Broem. Cambodian American males may
have experienced what many Blacks had experiencadial profiling by police officers, arrests,
little to no legal representation in the court, dratsh sentencing (p. 58). As a result, many
Cambodian American males may not have had the appty to attend college. As seen in the
participants’ stories, this is true for many ofitfamily members.

One final explanation needs to be considered. Whaase six just the lucky (and plucky)
few — the exceptions that proved the rule — whoevireithe right place at the right time, and able
to seize the opportunities that came their wayA\@s it providence guided by a Greater Being?
While lucky circumstances or divine interventiom @robably a part of all ‘success stories’, no
matter what the cultural circumstances, these iddals’ stories say more about adversity and

response to it, and the specific, culturally-bastdhtegies they developed to meet their
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adversities.

While differences in socio-economic resourceliigience, gender, and good fortune or
divine intervention may have played a role in ekptay the college persistence of these
individuals, there is little clear evidence for $keclaims in the cases | have studied. The stories
and evidence from this study suggest that the gésmexplanation lies in the acculturative
strategies these individuals have assumed, and tésulting identity as cultural mediators.
Through the process of negotiating and navigatimgugh both worlds from an early age, they
have mastered and adopted such skill sets befe ¢htered college, while continuing to
solidify them during college years. In other wortteese students’ persistence through college is

a display of their identity as cultural mediators.

Unanswered Questions and Directions for Further Resarch
The findings of this study have challenged anchpdshe thinking about college student
persistence. In spite of such illumination, there still many questions to consider as scholars
move forward on this topic:

e Exactly how is cultural mediation learned?

e How does gender shape the development of cultuediation skills?

e What specific socio-cultural factors help them &odultural mediators?

e How well do these findings capture the experierdegher Cambodian Americans?

e In what ways do the stories of these Cambodianigers parallel or diverge from the
persistence patterns that can be identified foerotthnic immigrant groups? What
explains these differences?

e What other resilience factors promote persisteaod, in what ways, if at all, are these

factors culturally based?
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¢ In what ways do or can college faculty/staff, peig; and support systems have a helpful

effect on the success of Cambodian American sta@ent

In addition to family dynamics, there may be manogsible factors to explain how second-
generation immigrant students become cultural nbediaFor instance, the neighborhood they
grew up in and their mentors may have encouragad th adopt the integration strategy.

As for the second question, since this study fesusn second-generation Cambodian
students, the findings may or may not apply to otambodian American or other immigrant
students. If they do apply to other immigrant shidethen it can help institutions of higher
education to develop programs and strategies tgtasany immigrant students. Furthermore,
there may be many other resilience factors thanpte persistence. In addition to connectedness
to community and positive adults, there may bengfrainternal motivations and desires to
achieve academically. Or, students’ desire may stramd education, in that academic
achievement may give them a sense of pride andpielg in society, comfort and stability, or
control and prestige in one’s life. These intergahlities are worth exploring in depth, as
students’ internal desires may be stronger thain tireumstances and challenges, which can be
the cause for their persistence in higher education

Lastly, persistence deals with student measuremvbité retention measures institutional
responsibilities on their college experiences andcsss. Unfortunately, this study does not
provide much evaluation about the roles of ingtng on students’ college success. In future
studies, it is worth examining the quantity andlguaf faculty/staff interactions with second-
generation Cambodian American students and cldsekyng at, if any, various support systems
that may help them. By doing this, we can see tteets of college institutions on the success of

Cambodian American students.
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How the Study Informs College Support Systems

Ideally, acculturative issues discussed in thigysthat relate to family dynamics and the
college culture could be addressed or mediatedhégthool. In other words, schools can play a
crucial role in the academic progression of seagakeration Cambodian-American students. A
resource often overlooked is the role of educatoriaculty members. With proper training in
diversity and immigration issues, academic coumseémd faculty members can build upon
existing skills and knowledge to develop and impeinhighly effective support programs and
curriculums for Cambodian American students. Fofsall, the six case stories make clear that
supportive programs on campus can offer the Camaboflimericans a “safe place” or a way to
connect with campus life, without having to abandorsacrifice what makes them Cambodian,
as seen in Lee’s and others’ involvement with thenBodian club and student services.

But there is more that could be done, within thdagegy of the academy and in the
relationships it sets up with students. One exanmplehich curriculum can be developed comes
from a conceptual framework defined as Culturalgsponsive Teaching (CRT). Geneva Gay
(2000) defines CRT as an educational tool that examines dhitural backgrounds, past
experiences, and learning styles of students toentedrning more relevant and meaningful to
them. In addition, as a pedagogical approach, C&ilcteate curriculums that connect both the
experiences of home and classroom environmentstdidents. For example, it can help teachers
become more familiar with the culture, social, amdtorical backgrounds of Cambodian-
Americans. Additionally, CRT can culturally valigatand affirm the cultural and social
backgrounds of Cambodian-American students’ expeeig and aspirations.

Similarly to Cambodian immigrant parents’ involvemen their children’s education,

Angela Valenzuela articulates the concept of caangpng Mexican American children in her
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definition of Educacion(Valenzuela, 1999). According to this scholar, Eatién denotes the
importance of family, and in particular, of ingtilfj ethical values and responsibility which
establish the basis for an individual's learningoag Mexican American families. These two
concepts, culturally responsive teaching and Edanaare crucial for both the healthy social
development and positive academic progression oflf@aian American students. It appears
that the most important aspect of the school iéind creative and strategic ways to display
compassion and care towards immigrant studentpaiticular, second-generation Cambodian
American students. Hopefully, their stories inspagducators and school personnel to be
culturally sensitive and compassionate towards Calalm American families.

Institutional policies and support systems may dlave a bigger role to play than has
currently been attempted. One of the ways theyseame Cambodian American students is by
intentionally recruit and retain immigrant faculty staff members, ideally from Cambodian
descent. For immigrant students, to see facultgdoninistrators who are in positions of power
that resemble them may increase their hope andcehmsucceed in college. Another way
institutions can support Cambodian American andemtimmigrant students is to provide
consistent and effective cultural trainings forreat staff members and administrators. These
trainings may give them the necessary skill setd anderstanding in how to work more
effectively with immigrant students. Lastly, thesiiution’s budget must reflect the priority to

serve Cambodian American students and other stsitikatthem.

Epilogue

Reflections on the Researcher’s Personal Journey
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The narrative presented in the preface of thisystsidny personal story. As | continue to
reflect upon my personal journey, | saw a glimp$eraze, democracy, and transformative
education within the context of one Cambodian inmamg family. Throughout my doctoral
studies there have been four books that inspiredirgftuenced my journey and thinking. They
are: 1) Michelle Alexander, who wrot€he New Jim Crow?2) Jane Martin, author of
Educational Metamorphoses8) Carola Suarez-Orozco, Marcelo M. Suarez-OroZ&edrina
Todorova, withLearning a New Landand 4) Judith Tannenbaum & Spoon Jackson, wrders
By Heart Michelle helped me to understand the US penaksysnd the effects of the War on
Drugs on immigrant families upon arrival into the&sUJane opened my eye to the various
educational metamorphoses | underwent throughouentiye life. The authors dfearning a
New Landraised critical questions about my background exgeriences. Lastly, Spoon, an
older brother figure and an inspirational voiceplgpdearly to my heart. His life transformation

and wisdom inspired me to be the master of mydatethe captain of my soul.

Michelle Alexander —The New Jim Crow
The War on Drugs in the 1980s had caused the W&l pmopulation to increase from

300,000 to over 2 million in less than 30 years§)p.Drug offenses alone accounted for two-
thirds of the rise in the federal inmate populato more than half of the rise in state prisoners
between 1985 and 2000 (p. 59). Most of the inmat® Black and Brown men. In some states,
they accounted for 90% of the inmates (p. 199).s€heumbers resembled those from the
‘Killing Field.” Cambodia’s concentration camps afdhailand’s refugee camps bear similar
resemblance to the prison system in the US. Thesamere meant to detain, killed, and tortured

those who resemble Western influences; whereasUsherison system was meant to detain,
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dehumanized, and place death sentences on thosdomvhat resemble the dominant group. All
of these tactics were systems of control (p. 2BAmBodians had been controlled in the regime
that killed my father and many of my relatives isgan of four years. The effects of the regime
spilled into my family’s life in the US, which caxplain the endless family conflict | had during
my childhood and adolescent years.

| grieved for my family members and countrymen wiere executed by the evil regime.
| too am distraught by the sheer number of my agum¢n locked up in prison. It seemed that
Cambodia remains a small and insignificant coumtrghe eye of the world. An atrocity like the
‘Killing Field’ should have been world news. Whexere the human rights activists during that
time? | wonder about the same thing with the WaDoungs. How could mass incarceration of
Black and Brown men go unnoticed in the US? Wheeeewthe civil rights leaders? (p. 211)
Michelle believed they focused too much on legattera and lost touch with the people. The
civil rights leaders began as a grass-root movenvemich made them extremely effective (p.
214). As they moved themselves further away frora pgeople in the community, mass
incarceration of Black and Brown men went unnoticgige suggested they go back to becoming
grassroots again. In addition, some believed tmagdca live in a post-racial era, thus the effects
of colorblindness (p. 226). Likewise, with Cambqdiae world focused too much on the Cold
War and forgotten about the people affected by tHemas unfortunate Cambodia had become
invisible in the eye of the world.

During my time in the US, | had many friends whar@&vgang involved and | was on my
way to becoming one. The glorification of the géifestyle was evident in the Black community
(p. 164). My friends bought into the same stigmgham. Although | grew up with many friends

involved in the gang, it wasn’t until my teenageary¢hat | realized the reality of the prison
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system. Most of my friends and | had an affinitwéods the gang culture. When we first arrived
to the US, we got bullied by the Black and Mexigmmgs. As a result, the Asians formed their
own gangs to protect themselves. As the gang euéiyploded in the late 1980s and 1990s (most
of the gangs came from California), there was a msthe number of Asian gangs. | grew up
with most of the Asian gang leaders. | didn’t knbew many friends were locked-up as | was
too busy with family obligations and schoolwork.wasn’t until the first year when | started
school at the University of Washington, | heardisgfrom my cousin and other friends that one
of the Asian gangs shot up a café back home inmacdhose who were involved got caught
and were sent to prison. | was shocked as sonteeaf tvere my friends and | was just hanging
out with them before | left for school.

| was fortunate not to be incarcerated under mguanstances. God had definitely
watched over my life because | came during theyekB0s in the midst of the War on Drugs.
My friends or relatives experienced what many Bgablad experienced — Racial profiling by
police officers, arrests, little to no legal regetation in the court, and harsh sentencing (p. 58)
Furthermore, those who were released remain stigataby the label ‘felon,” which ostracized
them from mainstream society and economy (p. 1b8membered feeling ashamed of my
culture for not being ‘American’ enough as otheildilen were teasing me. In the Black
community, this sense of shame had caused anlemee where nobody dared to speak about
their issues (p. 161). The Cambodian community seldgpoke about the ‘Killing Field or
issues they faced during their adjustment in the THts may be one of the causes to explain my
sense of loneliness and depression, as the Canmboollmamunity remained eerily silent. Due to
the trauma of the genocide, few spoke about theerences. It seemed like a taboo to speak

about them. The only time my mother told me abooatwshe had been through was when | had
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done something wrong or disobeyed her. Even thevas vague and only a way to make us feel
guilty. The common phrases were: “If only you knewat we had to go through to get you here,
you wouldn’t do bad things,” or “You are lucky toogv up in America; back home in Cambodia,
you don’t have this kind of opportunity.” And myrgenal favorite: “I should have left you in
the jungle.” Then, they would go on to telling nhe story about my birth and how | almost died
in the jungle. And shortly after that, my mom ode siblings would begin to sob. | had done so

many wrong things that | remembered the entireydigrheart.

Jane Martin — Educational Metamorphoses

The first metamorphosis every human being encoedte/as becoming a newborn (p.
39). My mother contributed greatly to the love aade of my first metamorphosis. Although my
first metamorphosis was a drastic one, she persdwand nurtured me to safety in a midst of
dire circumstances. | can never ignore or forget leavy responsibility my mother took on
carrying me through the jungle from the concemratamp to the refugee camp. My birth was
an explicit example of what Jane calleducational metamorphosi&ducation can be seen in
many different contexts and stages in life andjast within the four walls of schools. Simply,
educational metamorphosis is defined as the prottetsmakes us human. Furthermore, a
human being can undergo constant transformatiaugfout his/her life, which sometimes can
radically alter his or her identity (p. 8-13).

My story reminded me of a couple of characters fdame’s book. The first was Victor, a
child from the woods, who was immersed in Frenefiization (p. 27). As a boy, many believed
he wasn’'t capable of learning. Under the tutelab@and, his mentor, he learned to compare,
discern, judge, and to communicate his wants itingri As | was brought out of the jungle into

US civilization, Victor's story encouraged me tontiaue to write my story. | believe it will
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inspire many and will illuminate the fragility ouman beings. Furthermore, it will give hope to
others as my story revealed many different educatiagencies that transformed my life from a
depressed child to a confident doctor and a leadary community. | could only imagine that
language would be a difficult adjustment for my fgmUnfortunately, to many people in
society, language has been the measure of ma@)plr& often, my family had been mistreated
or frowned upon for not possessing fluency in tmglsh language as my mother and older
siblings came to the US at an older age.

The other character in Jane’s book was MalcolmleLitvho later transformed into
Malcolm X, one of the key leaders of the African émgan community (p. 47). Malcolm X went
from a schoolboy to a street hustler and afterdgentucated in prison, he learned how to lead his
people through the civil rights era. | often woraterthe kind of pain or feeling of
marginalization Malcolm must have felt (p. 121) idgrhis acculturation process as he moved
from one culture (native culture) to another (ma@em culture). Like Malcolm, it took me a
long time to overcome or manage such feelings éllnoess and marginalization. In addition, |
can envision myself circulating the gift of eduocatito my people (p. 119). In my reflection, Jane
helped me to think about significant moments arioeducational metamorphoses in my life —
from running the streets with my gang friends tadgrating from college, from being a
depressed child to a highly educated individuad, siritual transformation.

| ran the streets since | was five because my didings were always at work and | was
always left alone at home. My friends lived arotine neighborhood and we would always hang
outside and explore the block. As | got older, tuendless family conflicts, | knew education
was my only ticket out of my situation. During higlehool, | helped a few of my friends to

receive their high school diploma. They had simflamily dynamics and issues as well. The
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only way they knew how to cope with their issuesw@a be free and independent with their
peers on the streets. Yes, | hung out with therh] baok care of business with my schoolwork
and family obligations. | encouraged my friendsltothe same.

On the streets, it was all about respect. You cstrow any fear to anybody. Once people
sense fear in you, then you will be a prime tatgddeing bullied. It was easy for a young person
to fold under peer pressure during the rise ofgiueg culture in the 1980s and 1990s. Whenever,
friends questioned me about my dedication to scHaibod my ground and told them this was
my ticket out. Or, if guys from different sets (gleborhood groups) sweated (applied pressure)
me assuming | was part of an Asian gang, | stoodgroynd and was ready to fight. Typically,
they left me alone. | would rather get beat up gaith respect than to back down and be a punk.
Again, show no fear, it was all about respect. Apotdifference between my friends and | was
that they seldom use their brain. It was eithey tiieded up in places where there were fights or
they didn’t know how to manage their anger. Althleuggot invited to many parties, | avoided
many of those places. | only went to places whieeeet were pretty girls, which was the club or
community events. Therefore, | never got into tledixe most of my other friends.

Another significant transformation was overcomirmgpission as a chil@he first time |
thought about suicide was when | was seven yeats S#ven of us were living in Hilltop
Tacoma in a one-bedroom apartment. | remembered) eime alone and locking myself in the
bedroom. | took a knife to my stomach and wondafednybody would care if | died. |
remembered vividly that | wasn’t afraid to pull ttregyger so to speak. As | was getting ready to
stab myself, immediately another voice spoke to linewere to be alive, then where would life
take me? Out of curiosity, | put the knife down ameht outside to play. | guess life got me this

far. These significant moments made sense as Lete@d a spiritual transformation.
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On September 17, 1995, | heard the gospel for itse time. During that time, | was
ready to move out of the house and my family wasthen verge of breaking apart. In the
cafeteria of our high school, an African Americaather sat next to us at our table. She spoke to
us about the love of Jesus. As she was speakimgsl drawn to the message. How could
anybody love me with such intensity to the pointle&th? Nobody ever died for me or loved me
that much. As a matter of fact, | never felt angeyof love. | told God, ‘If you were real, then
restore my family.” In one year, | began to seei@provement in my family. They were
speaking to one another again and this time it Waan of anger or yelling at one another. |
knew that God was real and that | was a sinneeadrof a Savior. The night before | moved out
of Tacoma to Seattle for school, | wanted to antlgptized after church as a symbol of His
death, burial, and resurrection. Although | congidiio experience many hardships after | moved

out of Tacoma, my life ceased to be the same.

Carola Suarez-Orozco, Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco, &rina Todorova — Learning a New
Land

My story was similar to many of the students aawhifies the authors studied from the
San Francisco and Boston area. My academic sudsefesi many odds and overcame many
obstacles. For instance, in one of their findings|dren who grew up in two-parent families
tend to be at an advantage academically (p. 3@)h&unore, girls were significantly more likely
to be high achievers or improvers than boys, inctvtboys were more than twice as likely as
girls to be found among the precipitous declinensl éow achievers (p. 36). My mother’s
education level was another factor that influentgdeducation. She only finished middle school
in Cambodia. Traditionally, women were discouragedinish school and were taught to take

care of the home. The authors’ research showeds& cklationship between parental education
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and school readiness, performance on achievemstst tgades, dropout rates, school behavior
problems, and school engagement (p. 37). Furthesnparents with higher educational levels,
when compared to parents who have lower levelsdata&tion, tend to provide more literacy
opportunities, communicate with more sophisticatestabularies, offer more access to
computers, assist (productively) with homework gissients, provide private SAT instruction,
offer knowledge about applying to and getting intdlege, as well as provide other academic
supports (p. 37). | was surprised that | had okthian undergraduate degree and on-ward to a
doctorate degree in spite of the statistical figdimentioned earlier. There were many factors
that inspired me to excel academically. My oldeistes played a significant role in my
educational development. She loved education amdyal encouraged us to finish school. Well,
most times, she was too forceful as a B on a regawd wasn't good enough, in which | must get
all A’s. It was an understatement to say she wsisang believer in education. She acted like a
second mother as she took care of my mother andetiteof us. It would take too long to talk
about my oldest sister.

In another one of the authors’ findings, immigratudents who were enrolled in schools
with culture of high expectations perform acadetiycéetter than immigrant enrolled in
dysfunctional, low expectations, or low-quality eols (p. 40). I've seldom thought about my
school culture, which would add rich meaning intoy marrative. Although | excelled
academically despite my difficult circumstanceg tondition of my school may have played a
major factor in my success. | attended many schawlgg elementary. But, in middle schooal, |
attended a predominantly white school. In high sththe school was mixed ethnicity and
income. The school had a good reputation in terfaEsademics. It was one of the most beautiful

schools in the state with its’ own football stadiummd a cafeteria that overlooked the
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commencement bay. Needless to say, it had a torooéy. | enrolled myself into all of the high
achievement courses, the highest level a studemttalee in that school. Alimost all of my
classmates were white from middle to upper-middigssc background with a couple of other
minorities. | was the only one wearing gang afftioen head to toe. | stood out like a sore thumb.
Lastly, another profound finding was in the areaetional engagement. Immigrant students
who were most likely to adapt successfully to s¢heeem to forge meaningful, positive
relationships at school (p. 43). In middle schablwas Mrs. O’'Malley, my seventh grade
English teacher. In high school, it was Mrs. Paysog 10" grade English teacher. And, in
community college as a running start student dunryygJunior and Senior years of high school,
it was Mrs. Bosanko, my English 101 and 102 prafeskonically, all who made a significant
impact in my academic career were English teachenshich English was my worst subject. |
would receive all A’'s on my report card with onlgeoB (from English class). One of the reasons
| majored in Pre-med as an undergraduate was tiol gutlic speaking and writing. Now, as |

finished my doctoral studies, all | do is write!

Judith Tannenbaum & Spoon Jackson -By Heart

Spoon Jackson was a different person before herezhthe prison system in California
for murdering a man. His childhood was similar tmenwhen he spoke about depression and a
sense of hopelessness. Before entering prison,aseawonely child and experienced constant
violence. He often received spankings from schditials (p. 34). The deeper he got into his
teenage years, the more disillusioned and aloneebame (p. 39). There were no hugs in his
family that he can remember, no one ever said thisy ‘I love you’ (p. 36). As a result, the
loneliness and violence escalated in his life ® ploint where he had killed a man; as Spoon

explained, “It wasn't long after graduation | was @ne of my runs. | got caught up, was shot,
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and then killed someone (p. 39). He further desdrithe moment, “It was then, when they
locked me up and placed me behind bars, when izegathat my conscious awoken. | saw the
disappointment in my parents’ eye when the autiesricame to handcuff me in front of them.
The look of their sad faces had torn my soul te@se’ (p. 40) | imagined the men under the evil
regime who killed my father and relatives. Like Sppthey were faced with deep guilt and
sorrow. He undoubtedly regretted his action. I dedr how to forgive my transgressor even
though | was a baby when the genocide took pladac#tion provided me the life | dreamt of
and gave me greater privilege and freedom thanréefohope to take full advantage of my
privilege and freedom to help those before thegrethie prison system.

Although both Spoon and my childhood may have bsienilar, our worlds were
remarkably different. My family experienced andassd genocide, in which Spoon’s never had
to experience such a tragic event. Furthermorejdver had to learn a new language, but my
family and | had to learn the English language. éttheless, his story and mine displayed the
uniqueness of our humanity, in which human suffgmmay have connected us together. What
transformed his life in prison was meeting Judglpoetry teacher, who introduced him to the
arts and the nuances of poetry. His soul and mewhine alive and free through writing and
reading. One of the greatest memories he had vegsngl a character name Pozzo in the play
Waiting for Godot(p. 100). It was during those moments rehearsirdy@erforming where he
felt like a human being. He then realized that werevall connected somehow as humans.
Therefore, he learned to treat everyone with kisdrend respect as he wished he would have
known what he knew now before he was sentencedrisorp As a free man, | have the
opportunity to impact so many lives. To help menglony journey, I'm reminded of a portion of

a poem he wrote, which remained popular in San Qué&hison, citing the original lines from



127

the William Ernest Henley poeinvictus “I am the master of my fate. | am the captaimuf
soul” (p. 175) With this poem in mind, there waseoquestion that arose from Spoon: as a
master of your fate and a captain of your soul,reéll you go from here? As a starting point, |
was inspired by him to finish writing my narratieed eventually my dissertation. Then, | will
see where fate takes me. | thank him for his iasjein. My soul is ready to set sail...

The four authors were instrumental in adding deptd meaning to my personal story.
They provided me with great insights and wisdomadl mot thought about during the initial
development of my narrative. They were chosen &akpnto my life because | felt a strong
connection with them during the course of my dat@tudies. | believe their wisdom had
helped me to better understand and to illuminate @nthe most important questions | have

learned during the writing of my dissertation: Wisahumanly at stake?
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol

[Provide written consent form to interviewee andusesignatures.]
[Record interviewee pseudonym and date of interyiew
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Thank you very much for agreeing to speak with atay. The study that | am working on is an
effort to understand how family dynamics of Camlediyoung adults influence their college
experience.

Please NoteTell interviewee to talk about her own experienod aot the experience of her
family members. Also, clearly tell interviewee twdisclose any names of her family members.

Protocol: If she discloses any specific information aboutifiamembers, then | will interrupt
interviewee immediately and move on to one of theraquestions below. Furthermore, after
transcribing each interview, if there are infornatithat can identify ‘third parties’, then | will
delete them from the data.

Questions: INTERVIEW 1 — STUDENT PARTICIPANT

Family Dynamics (20-25 mins)

. Tell me a little bit about your elementary schogperience?
Probes: What aspect of school did you like? Whp¢eisof school didn’'t you
like?

. What kinds of involvement, if any, did your parehtsse with your school?

. Tell me a little bit about your middle school expece. How was it different
from or the same as elementary school?

. Tell me a little bit about your high school years.

. What types of support do you receive from your pgafs) or siblings if any?
Listen for/probe: financial support, emotional sagpcultural support

o Generally speaking, how does your family view edioc® Probe: How important
is it to attain educational degrees beyond higlosiéh

. In what ways, if at all, did your father and/or yanother influence your
education?

. What was the hardest aspect of life growing up single parent home? (If
student has only one parent)

o What kinds of responsibilities did you have at hosteen you were growing up?

. Are you still living with your parents? What resgsdrilities and roles do you

have now in the home? [If living elsewhere, progsponsibilities and roles in
that context.]

. What are your roles at home?

. What is your family’s view of teachers? (Probedisfor: respect for teachers,
deferential attitude)

o In what ways, if at all, did or do your parentssdalings help you with your
homework? In what ways was this helpful?

. How has your relationship with your parents changi@tng your college years?

. If any, how has your relationship with your othemily members changed during

your college years? (probe/listen for: change igréle or kind of respect, requests
for help, distancing)

. How have your responsibilities changed at homenduyour college years?

. What have been your parent(s)’ involvement withnide during your college
years?
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College Experience and Culturg20-25 mins)
. Could you describe how you identify yourself etfatig?

. What does it mean to you to be American?

. Based on how you identify yourself, what aspect&mgerican culture influence
your college experience?

o What aspects of Cambodian culture influence yollege experience?

. What do you think the differences are between tamkdian culture and
American culture?

. What do you think are some similarities betweenGaenbodian culture and

American culture?

In what ways do you feel like you are part of ther®odian culture?

In what ways do you feel like you are part of theekican culture?

In what ways do you feel like you are part of yoalege campus?

How do you navigate thru both worlds? (probe/lidtm cultural idea or
situations in which the two seem to contradict eattier.) | wonder if you can
recall a situation where you had to handle a corifietween the American culture
and your native culture on your college campus.

Or, if at all, how do you balance both worlds?

Does navigating through both worlds affect yourastimg? If so, please explain.
What do you think contributed most to your sucdestending college?

Is there anything | haven’t asked that would beantgmt for me to know? Can
you think of any other people and/or events that tyank it would be helpful for
me to talk to/see?

*Note: INTERVIEW 2 — STUDENT PARTICIPANT will mainl y be any expansion or
clarification of student participant’s thoughts from the first interview.

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL — PARENT

Please note: Interview with the parent will be imfal as stated in the earlier section. Below are
guiding questions to get the conversation going.

e Tell me a little bit about your son/daughter’s saif?o

e What do you know about his/her school experiendesnvhe/she was in elementary
school? Middle school? High school? College?

e If any, what was your interaction like with youmgdaughter’s teachers and other
school personnel?

e If any, what kind of involvement did you have witbur son/daughter’s school?

e How do you view American schools?

e How do you feel about the influence of the Americatture, if any, upon your
son/daughter?

e What are your thoughts about the American culture?

e In what ways have the Cambodian culture remainegéime or changed while living
in America?
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Appendix B
Direct Observation Protocol

Observation guide of a college-related event onmasnfor example, a college fair. In each of
the categories of information noted below aboutekent, | will be looking for evidence of the
central constructs which my study investigates:

--Messagesbout the value of applying to attending college
--Signalsabout goals of education, in K-12 or higher ediocat
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--Resources(informational, intellectual, social) that will arould assist students in
considering college-going, applying to colleges

--Cultural symbols, about the centrality of college-going to this@als ethos

--Engagement of students or others with the process of sharmg] processing
information about college-going

Categories of observable manifestations of the alsownstructs
e Event publicity how was the event publicized and promoted
e Participation level:How many people attend the event?

e Nature of participantsWhat kinds of people attended the event? Studdvas@nts?
School personnel?

e Use of space, spatial engagemehrlow are attendees moving around the space?
Students alone? With parents? In peer groups?

e College-related informational resourcesAvailability of college promotional
materials, i.e. brochures, applications, etc.

e Nature and range of information provider&ollege personnel (staff or current
students), Community High School personnel, or comity organization personnel.
What roles do high school personnel play?

e Range and nature of activity settings in the evefite there workshop sessions, i.e.
FAFSA or scholarship preparation workshops? Whlagerokinds of opportunities for
participants to engage in college-related matters?

e Tone of the meeting/evenBoredom, disengagement, engagement, excitement;
response to particular activities or

¢ Interaction patternsWhere do students tend to spend the majority @f time? For
example, if there are different tables, which taldee receiving the most traffic? What
appears to draw people to these tables?

» Discourse patternsWhat kinds of people are doing most of the talRirgfudents,
parents, college or high school personnel?

* Representations of higher educatiotmages (visual or otherwise) of life in higher
education institutions

Data record: Evidence of these manifestations télcaptured in a narrative record, with as
much specificity as memory allows (actual messagesitten text, things said by participants,
movement and actions, body language, salient hapgemuring the event time frame, etc.) In
some instances, where extra copies are availabhall collect documents from the event, so as
to obtain an exact record of messages availabtbegarticipants.
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