DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 299 371 UD 026 431

AUTHOR Peters, Heather A.

TITLE A Study of Southeast Asian Youth in Philadelphia: A
Final Report.

INSTITUTION Institute for the Study of Human Issues,

Philadelphia, PA.
SPONS AGENCY Office of Refugee Resettlement (DHHS), HWashington,

D.C.
PUB DATE Jan 88
CONTRACT SSA-RFP-86-0198
NOTE 121p.
PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Technical (143)
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC05 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS ¥Asian Americans; Cambodians; Cultural Differences:;

Demography; ¥Educational Attitudes; Educational
Objectives; Elementary Secondary Education;
Ethnicity; Higher Education; High Risk Students;
Juvenile Gangs; Laotians; Limited English Speaking;
Refugees; Residential Patterns; Sex Differences;
%Social Attitudes; ¥Student Attitudes; XUrban Youth;
Vietnamese People; XHork Attitudes; Youth Problems
IDENTIFIERS Pennsylvania (Philadelphia); XSoutheas. Asians

ABSTRACT

This report describes and analyzes the current
employment and educational pursuits of Southeast Asian (SEA) vouth in
the Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, community. The report provides
information on the following: (1) demography, residential patterns,
and composition of the Philadelphia SEA Refugee Community; (2) role
of ethnic identity among the SEA youth in the Philadelphia community;
(3) attitudes of SEA youth towards education; (4) aspirations and
expectations of SEA youth; and (5) SEA problem youth. Information is
given separately for Hmong, Vietnamese, Sino-Vietnamese, Cambodian,
and Lao vouth. Among the conclusions are the following: {1) the
general attitude of SEA vouth towards education is positive; (2)
significant problems exist within the school system that currently
inhibit the ability of SEA students to attain, a* the least, a high
school education; (3) the youth express a wide range of expectations
and aspirations for the future; (4} according to the youth, the major
obstacles to pursuing their goals are insufficient command of
English, and insufficient funds to obtain the training and education
they need; and (46) there is a growing community of young SEA males
who are disillusioned with life in America and who engage in
anti-social behavior. A brief list of references is included.
(BJV)

£E3333333333333333233333333333333333323333333333333323333333333333333233.33.33.
* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 3

% from the original document. %
£3333333333323333333333333333333333233333333333333333333333333333:3333.33

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI




£D299371

Ax
N
ﬁ.
Y
oy
Q
o~
D

January 1988

A STUDY OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN YOUTH IN
PHILADELPHIA: A FINAL REPORT

U.S. Department of Heaith and Human Services
Family Support Administration
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Office of Refugee Resettiement Ottce of Educational Research and Improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)
his t has been reproduced as
received from the person or Organization
onginating it
O Minor changes have been made to improve
reproduction Quality

2 ® Points ol view or opimons stated 1nthis docu-
- ment do not necessanly represent official
OERI position of pohcy.




OCTOBER 1987

A STUDY OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN YOUTH IN PHILADELPHIA:

A FINAL REPORT

u.s. Departmeht of Health and Human Services
Family Support Administration
Office of Refugee Resettlement




A STUDY OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN YOUTH IN PHILADELPHIA:

A FINAL REPORT

Prepz =d by: Heather A. Peters, Ph. D.

Institute for the Study of Human Issues
210 S. 13th Street
Philadelphia, PA 19107

Government Project Officer: Ellen McGovern

Prepared for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,

Office of Refugee Resettlement, under contract No. SSA-RFP-86-
0198.

}.,C‘w




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Pane
Executive Summary i ’
Introduction 1
Methedcology 4
Chapter I The Philadelphia Southeast Asian
Refugee Community ' 12
Population Statistics 12
The Neighborhoods Where th: SER Refugees Live 13
Backgirround ard Composition of the
Philadelphia SER Community 17
Chapter II Rcle of Ethrnic Identity Amorng the Southeast
Asian Youth in the Philadelphia Community 25
Overview on Ethricity 25
Hmonig 26
Vietnamese 28
Sinc-Vietnamese 30
Cambadians 32
Lao 34
Conscious Ethnic Awarewness 35
Mutual Assistance Associations and Ethrnic
Identity 36
Corclusions 37
Chapter III Attitudes of Southeast Asiarn Youth Towards
Education 33
Overview on Education 39
Hmong 41
Vietnamese and Sino-Vietnamese 43
Cambodians and Lao 46
Obstacles Encountered by the SEA Youth to
Getting an Education 48
Problems With the Public School System 48
Some Suggested Solutions to These Problems S4

Diserimination By Fellow Students and Teachers 55
Insensitivities of the Philadelphia School

System to the Scutheast Asiar Students €0
Financial Obstacles to Education €5
Coriclusions €8

J BEST COPY AVAILABLL




Chapter IV Aspirations and Expectations of Southeast

Chapter V

Chapter VI

References

Youth

Overview
Aspirations and Expectations for Girls
Career Aspirations
Attitudes Towards Marriage
Aspirations for BRoys
Career Aspirations
Attitudes Towards Marriage
Youth Without Aspiration
Aspiration of SEA Youth in Relation to
Their Families
Coriclusions

Southeast Asian Problem Youth
Overview

The BGarnigs and GBang Rctivity
Amer-Asian Youth

Conclusions on the Vietnamese and Amer—-Asian

Problem Youth
Problem Youth from Other Groups

Conclusions

70

70
70
70
75
8o
8o
83
83

84
85
ea
ea
ea
94
96
101

103

108




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Office of Refugee Resettlement (DRR) considers the
present and future progress of Southeast Asian (SER) refugee
youth toward their own educational and employment goals essential
to the attainment of the refugee program's goal of self-
sufficiency. In order to obtain a better understanding of the
activities and roles of refugee youth iv; relation to economic
self-sufficiency, in Septymber 1986 ORR contracted threa
community studies of SER youth: to San Diego State Universi%y of
San Diego, CR; to the University of Minnesota of Minneapolis~St.
Paul, MN; and to the Institute for the Study of Human Issues of
Philadelphia, PA.

This study was contracted to the Institute for the Study of
Human Issues under Contract No. SSA-RFP-86-~0138. It was directed
by Heather A. Peters, Ph.D. The study conducted an investigation
of the SER youth in the Philadelphia community. It not only
describes and analyzes the current employment and educational
pursuits of SER youth, but also explores the youth's aspirations,
expectations, and strategies for future educational and
employment goals. The study is also concerned with both the
opportunities and obstacles which the youth perceive to exist, as
well as the roles, responsiblities, and relationships in their
families and communities as these pertain to +the pursuit and
attainment of economic self-gufficiency.

In accordance with the specifications of the contract, this
study employed a qualitative, ethnographic methodology

emphasizing intensive, interpretative analysis rather than
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extensive, statistical approaches. In using the ethnographic

approach, the researcher employed participant-observation
techniques, collected 1life histories and conducted intensive
interviews.

The study is divided into six chapters.

CHAPTER 1 THE PHILADELPHIAR SODUTHEAST ASIAN REFUGEE COMMUMITY

Chapter 1 provides information aboué the Philadelphia SER
refugee community, its size, location and general cultural and
background information.

The current estimates for the Philadelphia SEA refugee
community is 19,000. The community is diverse and includes
approximately 5-6,000 Vietnamese, among which 2,000 claim to be
ethnic Chinese, 4-5,000 Khmer, 3,000 Lao and 364 Hmong.

The majority of the SER community are concentrated in
several sections of Philadelphia: West Philadelphia, Southe=ast
Philadelphia, Kensington, Hunting Park/Olney, and Logan. Their
residences tend to cluster by blocks within these sections.
CHRPTER II ROLE OF ETHNIC IDENTITY AMONG THE SOUTHEARST ASIAN

YOUTH IN THE PHILADELPHIAR COMMUNITY

This chapter explores the significance of pthnicity among
the SER youth in relation to their current roles and their
perceived futuvre roles in American society. In our study ethnic
identity emerged as an important factor which piaved a role in
how the youths perceived themselves, their families and their
future roles in American society. The youth are very conscicus
of who they are - they are not simply Asian, but are Chinese,

Vietnamese, Cambodian, Lac or Hmonp. As such, they carry




cultural

models which exert strong influences on their decisions

regarding the future. Recognizing these differences is important

wher, designing and implementing programs for the SER refugee

youth.

CHAPTER III ATTITUDES OF SOUTHERST ASIAN YOUTH TOWARDS EDUCATION

education. It explores them in relation to ethnic group, pgender,
and background and aspirations of parents. The chapter focuses
on the obstacles perceived by the SER youth as blocking their
educational goals.

The researcher found that attitude towards education is an
major indicator of the aspirations and expectations youth will
have for the future. In general, we found that the attitudes of
the SER youth were very positive. RAll of the youth interviewed
recognize the ;eed for adequate education in order to achieve
success in American society.

However, contrary to the perceived sterepotype that all the
SEA refugee youth are doing well academically in school, many of
the youth are experiencing learning difficulties. In light of
this, we found that the strategies developed by the school system
to integrate non-native English speakers are less successful with
the SER youth than they may be with other non-native English
speakers. Among the complaints cited are:

1. Indescriminate age-grade matching

2. Inadequate ard poorly designed ES1 programs

3. Mainstreaming SER students into regular classes before they
are ready

| 4. Lack of bi-lingual staff or counselors
| S. High incidence of violence and prejudice directed
against the SER students
Q 6. General insensitivity of the school system to the special

This chapter analyzes the attitudes of SER youth to
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needs of the SER refupee student.

In addition; SER youth express strong concern over the high
cost of education in the United States. They clearly perceive
this cost as a major obstacle to pursuing higher educational
goals beyond high school. We found that SER youth need better
guidance &nd advice about how to apply for financial aid, or
educational loans, or even to know more about what opportunities
are available for them.

CHARTER IV ASPIRATIONS AND EXPECTATIONS OF THE SOUTHEARST ASIAN
YOUTH

This chapter probes the employment aspirations and
expectations of the SER youth. It investigates them with regard
to ethnicity and gender of the youth, and to the background of
the parents. In addition, this chapter looked specifically at
marriage patterns among the female SEA refugee youth.

The researcher found that aspirations divided more along
gender lines than among ethnic. SER girls, especially Hmong and
Cambodian, were more likely to aspire to early marriages. Their
expectations concentrate on child bearing and raising rather than
employment. They regard employment simply as & means of
contributing to family income, if necessary, rather than as a
career. Some Hmong high school girls are beginning to formulate
higher expectations, but they encounter cultural barriers. Sino-
Vietnamese and some Vietnamese girls exhibited the highest and
strongest career aspirations and expectation.

Among the boys, the majority who where doing well

academcially in school indicate that they wish to pursue
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employment in the sciences -~ engineering, computer science, etc.
Among the non-academically motivated, ail want to get some kind
of training program which would provide them with a good ekill -~
being an auto mechanic was mentioned often.

The obstacles the youth perceive to attaining their
employment goals correspond to Snes already encountered in

education -~ i.e. languapge and financial.

CHRFTER V SEA PROBLEM YOUTH

This chapter investigates the growing problem of anti-social
behavior among the SEAR refugee youth. In broad terms, the
problem éroup is primarily male; usually between the ages of 16~
24 and arrived in the United States when they were around 13-14.
This group is experiencing serious difficulties in the
Philadephia School System; they are beginning to drop out of
classes and taking to "hanging out" on the streets.

Vietnamese, Sino-Vietnamese, Cambodian, Lao and Hmong all
have their "problem elements", but the most serious problems in
terms of crime are found among the Vietnamese youth. The chapter
looks specifically at the emergence of the phenomenon of
Vietnamese gangs and begins to isolate some patterns among the

boys who join.

CHARRPTER VI CONCLUSIONS

Our conclusions include the following main points:
l. The general attitude among the majority of SEAR youth towards
education is positive. Most recognize that in America, education
and’ training are important for obtaining well-paid jobs which
have a future.

¥ 1
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2. However, our research also discovered significant problems
within the school syetem which currently inhibit the SER
students' ability to attain, at the leasty, &a high school
education.

3. The youth express a wide range of expectations and aspirations
for the future. However, they perceive two major obstacles to
pursuing their goals: insufficient command of English and
insufficient funds to obtain the training and educatiornn they
seek.

4. Our study also uncovered an importart sub-group within the SER
youth category - the ‘'problem youth", There is a growing
community of young men disillusioned with life in America and who

participate in anti-social oehavior.




INTRODUCTION

The Office of Refupee Resettlement (hereafter ORR) considers
the present and future progress of Southeast AfAsian (hereafter
SEA) refugee youth toward their own educational and employment
goals essential to the attainment of the refupee program's goal
of self-sufficiency. In order to obtain a better understanding
of the activities and roles of refugee youth in relation to
econonmic self-sufficiency, ORR contracted three community
studies of SEA youth: to Sar Diego State University of San Diego,
CA; to the University of Minnesota of Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN;:
and to the Institute for the Study of Human Issues of
Philadelphiz, PA.

The purpose of this research was to conduct a study of the
SEA youth 1in the Philadelphia community. The study not only
describes and analyzes the current employment and educational
pursuits of SER youth, but also explores the youths’ aspirations,
expectations, and strategies for future educational and
employment goals. The study is also concerned with both the
opporturities and obstacles which the youth perceive to exist, as
well as the roles, responsibilities, and relationships in their
families and communities as these pertain to the pursuit and
attainment of economic self-sufficiency.

The study focused on the following primary questions as
stated in the contract called for by the ORR:

l. What apsirations de refugee youth have with regard to their
education and careers?

2. What #re the expectations of refupee youth as to the
employment opportunities that are available to them?




3. What kinds of employment opportunities are available to
refugee youth?

4. What attitudes and values do refugee youth have about their
own achievement in school and at work?

5. What 1is the role of the refugee youth in ti.e economic status
of their families?

€. What are the expectations of refugee youth regarding their
own financial independence?

7. What kinds of strategies do refugee youth use in pursuit of
education and employment?

8. Generally, how do refugee youth view their future?

9. What problems do refugee youth see in reaching their goals?

10. Where and to whom do refugee youth 1look for guidance,
assistance and information?

The study consists of six chapters. The first introduces
the background of the Philadelphia SER refugee community. The
second analyzes the role of ethnic identity among the SER refugee
youth. The third investigates the attitude of the SER refugee
youth towards education. This chapter focuses on the problems
within the Philadelphia School System which are preventing the
SER youth from receiving the education they need. The fourth
chapter analyzes the aspirations and expectations of the SER
youth. The fifth concentrates on the growing problem of anti-
social behavior among young SER refugee males. The gixth chapter
presents the conclusions to this study.

Rs the principle investigator, I wish to espress my deep
felt thanks to all the people in the Volunteer Agencies
(hereaiter VOLABGS), Mutual Assistance Associations, State and
City apencies and the school system who offered their gracious

cooperation in this research. I particularly would 1like to
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extend warm gratitude to specific individuals: Yang Sam,
Southeast ARAsian Coalition; Bee Lor, Southeast Asian Coalitionj
Caroline Wong, Nationalities Service Center; Hang Vinh,
Nationalities Service Center; Harriet Sam, Lutheran Children and
Family Services; Elena Santora, Catholic Social Services; Pairat
Sethbhakdi, Community College of Philadelphiag Hung Phan,
Philadelphia School District; and David A. Feingold, Institute
for the Study of Human Issues.

Special thanks and gratitude, of course, go to all the SEA
youth who shared their lives so gracioucly with the researcher.
This study could not have been done without their willing
cooperation.

I would also like to thank my interpretators, Phaukcl Thor,
Narith Om, Ha Son Nguyen, Hang Shao, Jade Phu, and Shelly Luan
Tu, whe spent 1long hours contacting the SEA families and
accompanying me or my assistant to the interviews.

Finally, I would like to thank my assistants =~ Meredith
Jones for her invaluable help in the initial phase of the
project, especially for her work on the bibliography ~ and Linda
Robinson who tirelessly assisted in the interview phase of the
st udy. I also expresse gratitude to Bonnie Crossfield for typing
the bibliography.

However, as primary investigator and author of the report, I

take sole responsibility for the conterts herein.




METHODOLOGY

In accordance with the specifications of the contract, %*his
study employed a qualitative, ethnographic mathodology
emphacsizing intensive, interpretative analysis rather than
extensive, statistical approaches. The aim is to understand how
informants organize and perceive their social world, and how they
act in accordance with these perceptions. The emphasis is, thus,
less upon statistical representation than upon deriving a grammar
of social action and meaning. Such an approach enables the
researcber to handle a greater degree of social complexity in a
more sophisticated manner.

The ethrnographic approach recognizes that an event or
utterance cannot be understood without accounting for its
significance for those involved in it. For the ethnographer,
this mears seeking to clarify and understand the conceptions and
formulae which the people themselves use to define what happeris
to them. These are used in the interpretation of cultural and
social events.

The ethnographic approach has a number of important

consequences for the implementation of research, and for the

kinds of results it produces. It involves more than collecting
various types of data (tape-recorded verbal interactions,
observations of events, interviews about experierces).

Througnhout the course of research, it uses each of these

materials to raise questions about, provide answers for, and



contribute to :che interpretation of the other bodies of data.
This kind of continuocus feedback of questions and interpretations
among the various kinds and levels of research data allows and
necessitates a constant contextualizing of that materialy at the
same time, it clarifies the detailed significance of particular
events. Finally, the ethnographic approach is designed to deal
flexibly with unexpected contingencies in the field situatior.
Research questions may be continually re—-evaluated and
reformulated as research continues to sharpern their focus.

In wusing the ethnographic apprcach described above, ¢he
researcher employed variocous informal and formal contexts for
data—-gathering. Informal participant-observation techniques used
inciuded:

1. Tutorials
2. "Hanging Out"

Formal techniques utilized were:
l. Life Histories

2. Interviews

Tutorials

The researcher's previous study on adaptation strategies of
Sino-Vietnamese refugees in Philadelphia (Peters, Schieffelinr,
Sexton and Feingold 1983) established that one way to set up
contact with students was through helping them with homework or
English. The situation provided the interviewer and the student
with the opportunity to get to know each other in a nor-
threatening situation.

Rs part of this study, the researcher, on several occasiorns,

helped to teach English classes set up by the Catholic Social
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Services for Vietnamzse and Amer-Asians youth in the Kensingtaon
section of Philadelphia.

This approach requires participating in youth activities,
allowing for relaxed and informal contact. The relaxed approach
of "hanging out" enables the interviewer to raise more difficult
topics.

Using this approach, several SER youth parties were attended
during the Christmas season. In addition, the researcher and her
assistant became ‘"older sisters" for severél young SER female
teenagers. Time was spent with them participating in activities
such as going shopping, sitting around and chatting about life,
and helping them with personal problems they felt unable to
discuss with their parents.

Visits were made to both the the Thai-Lao Temple and the
Vietnamese Temple which included participation in religious
ceremonies. In addition, the visit to the Cambodian temple
included the opportunity to speak with both the head monk ard
resident nun. Because it was the weekend, it was possible tc
cbserve the young Cambodian boys who were there to study Khmer
and Buddhism.

Life Histories

The 1life history apprvach has proven effective in past
research with fisian youth. While collecting life histories is a
more structured kind of interview, it is often perceived as nor-
threatening by members of this community. Our past experience

with this approach has demonstrated that members of the SER

refugee community are not reluctant to talk about their past,




even when one might assume the contrary.

This technique is enhanced greatiy when the interviewer is
someorie who has lived for long periocds of time in Asia, speaks
some RAsian languages, and has a detailed understanding of ard
familiarity with the culture and history of each group. The
researcher has extensive experience in China and Southeast fsia
and speaks fluent standard Chinese (Mandarin) and some Thai.

Gathering 1life histories provides important information on
the parents' backgrourd, their educational level and professions.
This data establishes ari important framework for better
understanding the youths' own goals and aspirations. Life
histories can also provide insights into values and attitudes
towards educatiori and life goals.

In interviews with the youth, the researcher frequertly
begar by taking a life history with the parents. This method
provided a non-threatening way to begin the interview and set the
parents at ease. Because the parents rarely spoke fluent
English, the researcher carried out this part of the interview
with the help of a native interpretator for languages other than
Chinese. Berause of the researcher's experiences in Southeast
Asia and China, the interviey often took the form of a
conversation with an exchange of ideas and experiences rather
than a formal interview.

The researcher decided not to tape these interviews irn order
to maintain the degree of informality which had been achieved.
The researcher did take extensive notes.

Wher parents were not available (for example, they were not

J- 7]9




&t home or they were not in the United States), the researcher
tock the life history with the youth themselves. The amcunt of
information obtained from the youth varied according to their
age. The younger youth, especially those who had spent several
years in réfugee camps, remembered less about their 1lives in
their native countries. Others, such as a 23 year old Hmorng male
student, pave very detailed and precise informationn about Hhis
father and brothers and their lives during the war.

Altogether, 40 life histories were collected.

Extensive interviews were conducted with the youth
themselves. These informants c2me from a variety of sources -
from contacts in VOLARGS, church groups, ethrnic organizations,
and schools., In addition, we used a technique knowri as

"snowballing" which means that our network was extended through
friends or contacts of the original contacts.

It is important to point out that because of the rature of
the ethnographic interview, there is a difference between the
exact number of people interviewed and the number of people about
whom you receive informatior.. For example, frequently during ore
interview with one family member, the researcher obtained
extensive information about sisters, brothers as well as a circle
of friends. Thus, one interview can provide data on more than
teri additional people.

The number of informants interviewed is as follows:
Vietnamese: 12 .

n—\
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Amer-Asians: 7
Sino~-Vietnamese: 8
Cambodian: 18
Hmong: 18

~ao.10

Where the informants were not speakers of Chinese, the
interviews were conducted in English, sometimes directly and
sometimes through the help of an interpretator. Regardless of
the 1level of English of the informant, the researcher always
brought an interpretor with her, someone who was a young perscn
and who themselves was from the refugee community. This greatly
facilitated entree intoc the households and smoothed initial
contact with the families. The interpretators relaxed the
initial stage of the interview, often simply by their presarce.

We used a Broad range of interpretators. Twc of the young
Cambadiarr mernn had beer social workers in the Philadelphia SEA
refugee community before attending college. They were were also
active in the cultural affairs of their communities. One of our
Vietnamese interpretators was a young man who is still a social
worker for the Vietnamese community. He works specifically with
the troubled youth. One Sino-Vietnamese young womar who helped
is a student at Community bollege and another was Vietnamecse 18
year old girl who is still a high school student. Our prirnciple
Hmorig helper, a 15 year old teerage girl, is still in high schocl
and participates actively irn the Hmong Youth Associatior.

Interviews were conducted. at the homes of the youth -

usually on weekends or in the evenings. This setting provided

-3
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the opportunity to cbserve the living conditions of the refugee
families and ¢o observe other family members who weren't

participating in the interveiws. It also provided a more relaxed

environment for the interview. The family and youth were more
seoure; it also put them in the roie of host and the researcher

as guest. The families usually offered some kind of snack and
drink ard the interviews sometimes ended with the families
bringing out their photo albums to show the researchers picture

of their life in Southeast Asia and the refugee camos.

Extensive interviews were conducted with people from the
volunteer agencies (VOLAGS), state and city agencies, self-help
ethnic organizations and educational institutiors who worked with
the SEA refugees in the Philadelphia community. The interviews
were conducted at the place of work. In addition to the formal
interviews, the researcher maintained informal contacts with
people from several of the organizations.

R total of 39 people were interviewed who came from the followirng
organizations and institutions:

Catholic Social Services (CSS)
Lutherar Children and Family Services
Natiornwlities Service Center (NSC)

Refugee Vocatiorial Training Center

Targeted Assistarce Program (TAP)

Community Legal Services

The Philadelphia Commissiorn orn Human Relations, Black/Asian
Relations Section

The Philadelphia Police

o
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Mutual Assistance Rssociations (MAAR) and Other Ethnic

Southeast RAsian Coalition, Inc.

Greater Philadelphia Overseas Chinese Association

Hmong United Association of Pennsylvarnia, Inc.

Lacotian Family Community Organization of Greater Philadelphia,
Inc.

Vietnamese Youth and Cultural Asscciation

Indo-Chinese American Council

Asian American Council of Greater Philadelphia, Inc.

English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers from the Philadelphia
School System

Faculty from the Education Dept., Univ. of Pernsylvania

Faculty from the ESL Dept., Community College

Persorriel from Philadelphia College of Art

Other
Jewish Employment & Vocaticnal Service (JEVS)

Southeast Asiarn Resources Project (SEARP), United Cowmmunities
Southeast Philadelphia
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CHRPTER I THE PHILADELPHIAR SOUTHEAST ASIAN REFUGEE COMMUNITY

e S S e s e e s e e o M e e o e

Philadelphia is a major resettlement area for the
approximately 806,245 refugees from Southeast Asia admitted ta
the United States since 1975 (ORR 1987:7). Rt the close of 1986
it was estimated that Pennsylvania had a population of 26,600 SER
refugees (Office of Refugee Resettlement 1587:96), making the
state tied for fifth place among the 18 states with populations
of 10,000 or more SER refugees. It is further estimated that
nearly = 19,000 of these 26,600 SES refugees now live  in
Philadelphia (SER Coalition, Inc., personal communication 1987).
The reader should be careful, however, that this is an estimate
only, and that nc official census has beer taker. Philadelphia
social service agencies which work with refugees and ARsian
community leader report difficulties in obtaining accurate
demographic figures because the communities are still very
mobi le. Individuals and families sometimes shift seasonally,

The SER refugee population in Philadelphia is highly
diverse. There are approximately 5-6,000 Vietnamesz, among which
2,000 claim tc be ethnic Chinese, 4=3, 000 Khmer, 3,000 Lac ard
364 Hmong (these figures represent estimates suggested by SERA
commuriity leaders),

We should note that the current estimates indicate a
substantial increase in the Khmer population from 2,101 in 1982.

This ircrease reflects the continuing politicel problems irn

—; 1
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Cambodia., These figures also indicate a substantial decrease in
the Hmong population from over 3,000 inn 1981 to S00-600 irn 1984
ta the current 364 (Hmong United Association of Philadelphia,
Inc., personal commurication 1986). This decrease reflects
significant shifts of the Hmong population. The reasons for
their departure from Philadelphia include fear of urban violence,
desire to rejoin family members living elswhere, and belief that
Job opporturiities and welfare benefits in other states are better
than those in Pennsylvania.

Most of the agericy people with whom the researcher spoke
said that they expected ar increase in the Lac (both upland and
lowland) pcpulation beginning Spring and Summer 1987. The reascn
for this irncrease is that the Lao are undergoing a new processing

stage. They should be arviving from Thailand during summer 1987.

e meEssmsammmeaes s mamSemS des RS sl mREE2 o=

Since their initial settlement inside the city, there has
beeri a slow trickle of refugees into the closer suburbs, such as
Upper Darby, where safer housing conditions prevail. However,
the majority of the SER refugees still reside within city 1limits
and are concentrated in several sections: West Philadelphia,
Southeast Philadelphia, Kensingtor, Hunting Park/Olney, ard
Logan. Their residences tend to cluster by blocks within ¢hese
sections.

Rll the neighborhoods marnifest tersion between local, long
time residents and recently arrived SER refugees. Frequent
criticism is leveled at the state DRR and local agencies by

concerned individuals who feel that ne one adequately prepared

-~ 1".‘
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tha local regsidents for their new neighbors (personal interviews,
Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations 1985:54). Refugees
were placed into some of the most economically depressed
neighborhcods of Philadelphia.

West Philadelphia has one of the more diverse populations in
the city. Within this multi-ethnic community 1live Blacks,
Whites, Koreans, Japanese, Ethiopians, Haitians, Irdians and
Southeast Asian refugees. As an indication of the recogniticn of
the large Southeast Asian populatior, the local supermarkets have
expandad Asian food sections, and posted sigrs ivn Vietrnamese, Lac
and Khmner.

Rlthough interviews with students and teachers revealed that
nearly all the high schools in the Philadelphia Schocl System
exhibited tensions between the black students and the recently
arrived SER refugee students, University City High School in West
FPhiladelphia seems to be ome of the most troubled. Loc.1
newspapers and interviews with students document <the ethnic
tensions between black and Asian students which frequently erupt
iato violence. Programs designed to help.the situation have
alleviated some of the problems but incidents still occur (see
below, Chapter III, Discrimination section).

Thus, West Philadelphia, while it is home to the University
of Pernsylvania and Drexel College, suffers from many "irnner
city" problems. Well maintained residential streets lie chezk by
Jowl with run-down slums operated by absentee landlords.
Refugees have been settled into these decrepit, often corndemnred
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buildirngs with little preparation given either to the refugees or
te the predominantly Black community residing there (informant

complaints, Philadelphia Inquirer articles, Philadelphia

Commission on Humar Relations 1985:54). Cambodiansy, Lao, some
Hmong and some Vietnamese still live there.

Southeast Philadelphia

Southeast Philadelphia is predominantly an Italian
neighborhcod with some Black sections. Within recent years,
more and more Vietnamese families have been moving into areas
close to the Italian section which they perceive as a safer,
better environment for raising their childrer. Our earlier study
(Peters, Schieffelin, Sexton and Feingold 1983) revealed that, if |
parents' have the morey, they prefer to serd their children ta
parochial schocls because they believe that the schools provide i
better education, are safer and have better discipline. }
Mary Vietrnamese shops, restaurants and small businesses have

sprung  up in the Italian Market area in South Philadelphia. In

|
|
i
one twa block area, the researcher counted 6 restaurants, 2
grocery stores and 1 bookstore. Some professional services, such
as dertists and doctors have also appeared.
Marny Cambodians also moved into South Philadelphia, but have
chosen (o buy homes in an area which constitutes a sort of "ro
mar’s land” betweerr the Italiar and Black neighborhoods. Because
this area was dilapidated, the homes sold cheaply. The
Cambodians are renovating the blocks. This neighborhood riow
contains several Cambodian grocery stores as well as their Wat

(temple) which houses several Cambodian monks who offer

instruction and services to the community.

e 27




Recently, Vietnamese families have beeri moving intc the
Kensington section of Philadelphia , a predominantly workirng
class white éthnic and Hispanic neighborheod. Like the students
interviewed from other high schools, the Vietnamese youth
attending Kensington High complained of harassmert from their
fellow students, but the father of one of the families
interviewed commented that he found his immediate neighbors
friendly and helpful.

The small Hmong community is concentrated ir the Hunting
Park/Olney region of northeast Philadelphia (the other
principle neighborheaod where they are found is West
.Philadelphia). The neighborhood is predominantly Black with some
Hispanics. The section spans truly poor and devastated areas
which look as though they have beerr bombed out, to better
maintained middle class homes. The Hmong families which remain
in Philadelphia seem to be doing relatively weil, and in the
Hunéing Park-Olrney section, they live in the better sections in
large homes which house multiple family members.

Logar

Finally there is a concentFation of Vietnamese, Lao ard
Khmer in the Logan area of Philadelphia. Predominantly a Black
neighborhocd, the SEAR live here in uneasy proximity with their
neighbars, However, the communiity has settled in over the years
since their arrival. The area hosts three Asian grocery stcres,

1 Sinc-Cambedian and 2 Vietnamese; a Cambodian garment factory
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and a Cambodian tailor shop which specializes in traditional
costuine. There are also several Korear and Indian shops irn the
neighborhood.

In addition, Logan is the location for the Indochiviese-
Community Center which was founded by the Indochinese-American
Council. The center functions as a youth center primarily for
Vietnamese youth and also offers classes in English. The ccuricil

alsc sponsors cultural events.

Background and Composition of the Philadelphia SEA Community

Most of the Vietramese commurnity in Philadelphia come from

South Vietnam. The majority of those interviewed by the
researcher come from urban areas. Occupations of the fathers
included the military, bureaucracy, small business and
professions such as journalism. The educatiori level of the

fathers is generally high. They all completed high school arnd
manyy had had some form of additional education, such as military
training. Most of the fathers were too young (except ore) to
have beeri trained under the French educatior system, so they
usually speak only Vietnamese with a little English.

The mothers, ori the other hand, were housewives and have a
lower levzl of educatior. A few of the mothers, particularly
those who had born Amer—Asiarn children, had worked as
housekeepers at one of the MfAnerican military bases, o as
waitresses. However, despite their contact with fimericans, their
command of English was very limited and poor.

Because of the association of many of these refugee parents

-
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with both ¢he South Vietrnamese and Ameritan goverrment ard
military, they and their children suffered after the communists
occuppied Saigon in 1975. Many of the fathers had been sent tc
re education‘ camps (these camps are essentially prison camps for
pelitical indoctrination) - sometimes for up to 6 or 7 years.
The children of these families were not permitted education above
the high school level. We found that the decision tco leave
Vietrnam frequently occurred after the father had beern released
from re—-education camp.

The families the researcher interviewed included becth
Buddhist and Christian. We noted that several of the PBuddhist
families had set up altars to Quan Am (i.e. Avalokitesvara
(Sanskrit) or Guan Yin (Chinese), the Ruddhist Bodhisattva of
Compassicn), but because of the distance of the Vietnamese
Buddhist Temple, these families said that they visited the temple
enly occasionally. Only one home contained an ancestral altar in
view of the investigator.

Amer-Asians

The researcher would 1like to call the attention of the
reader to an important sub-group within the Vietnamese community.
These youth are the legacy of fmerica’s involvement with tha
Vietrnam War. Since 1983 special iegislation passed in the Urited
tates has permitted these children of American fathers and
Vietnamese mothers to apply to come to the United States as part
of Vietrnam's Orderly Departure Program. Thus, they are
technically not refugees, but their situation in the United
States parallels that of the refugees.

Twe of the VOLAGS in Philadelphia, NSC and CSS, have
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contracts to settle these youth and the families that accompanied
them to America. Thus, there is a growing number of Amer-Asian
youth in Philadelphia - estimated around 100. These youth
strongly identify with the Vietnamese community and frequently
formed part of the groups of Vietnamese youth we contacted.

The background of the youth was similar to the Vietnamese.
Most had lived in Saigon, and attended school. The mothers we
interviewed did not have Viztnameze husbands and had worked in
Vietram tco support their children. They had decided to apply for
permission to come tc America in hopes of finding a "better life"
with better opportunities for their children's futures.

The children range in pherctype - some look very Americar,
others mcre Vietnamese. Yet, regardless of their appeararnce, all
are culturally Vietnamese and had be>n raised speaking only
Vietnamese. While in Vietnam most had harbored the idea that
they would adapt tco America quickly because they "had American
blood". In reality, they are no more ARmerican tharn their
Vietnamese frierds. Because of the growing significance of

Amer-Asians, this study includes examples from this group.

Sino-Vietnamese

The majority of the Sino-Vietnamese families in Philadelphia
came from Saigon and Cheolon (the Chinese district attached tc
Saigori). Based upon the interviews taken for this study together
with those <takern during the 1982 study (Peters, Schieffelin,
Sextorn and Feingcld 1983), we found that most of the fathers were

berr in China (usually Guangdong) and had emmigrated tc Saigor as

yourig mer. There they had riaturally associated with the local
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Chinese community and married into second generation family of

Sino—Vietnamese. For this reason, we found that among the
refugees families in Philadelphia, generational depth in Vietriam
on the whcole, tended to be shallow. They, thus, frequently had
grarndparents or great-grandparents who were born in, and who
still resided in China. The majority of the Sino-Vietrnamese
families had been small shcp owners in Saigon.

The Sino-Vietnamese speak both Cantonese and Vietnamese and
some, who had the opporturiity to attend the Chinese schocls

before they were banned in 1975, also speak Mardarir.

The majority of the Cambodian families that we interviewed
came from rural backgrourds with fathers whe had had 1little
education other thar 1learning how to read and write Khmer at
their local temple school (in Theravada BRuddhist countries, the
traditional education for boys was provided by the Buddhist monks
in the commurnity temples). With few exceptions, the brutal Pcl
Pot regime succeeded in exterminating most of the educated Khmer
populatior who were unlucky enough to be in Cambodia at the time.
For example, one of our interpretors was the son of a wealthly
Phnom Penh doctor. In April 1975, just a few months after his
father sent hiw to the United States, Phnom Perh fell to Khmer
Rouge trcops. He has never heard from his father, mother arnd
three sisters again. Two surviving siblings had beer ivn Paris
the same time he was in Phildelphia.

Most of the families interviewed came from Battambarig

Province. Battambarig Province lies on the border between
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Cambodia and Thailand. O the one hand, it is a region which
sustained relative peace during the war-torn period between 1970-
75 and many families moved there to escape the chacs elsewhere.
On the other hand, it is the region hardest hit during the famire
in 1979 following the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. The
region alsc suffered the impact of post -~ 1979 fighting because
it harbored the various resistence forces, including the Khmer
Rouge (Shawcross 1984), all of whom the Vietnamese trocps are
trying to eliminate. It makes sense that the majority of
refugees wcould flee from this region which took the brunt of the
post~Khmer Roupge problems.

RAs it did in Cambcdia, Theravada Buddhism plays an impcrtant
role in the lives of the Cambodiarn commurnity in Philadelphia (see
Ethnicity Sectiop). The recently establisihed a Cambodian temple
serves as a strong focal point for the community, both young and
cld. We rioted that a few Cambodians have become Christians, fcr
example, twce of the daughters of one family the researcher
visited on a Sunday morning were off at church. The father was a
Buddhist, but said that he didn't mind his daughters attended
church. However, conversiorn does not appear widespread.

The primary language spcoken among the Cambodians is Khmer.
We encountered few people who could speak French. This contrasts
with the researcher's recent visit’to Cambodia where French still
functions as the important lirngua franca in Phnom Penh. The
reason for this is undoubtedly the strong presence of the
international aid community which uses French as its principle

language of communication. Otherwise rusty Frerch is now beirg




used once agairn. The ability to speak French does have certain
age parameters, however, with people under 35 preferring tc learn
English instead. The language emphasis in the refugee camps,

for obvious reasons, is English.

Lac

The Lac community in Philadelphia is predominantly rural.
However, some agency workers have noted that the Lac seem tc be
better educated than the rural Cambedians. Like the Cambcdians
and Vietnamese, the Lao were fleeing the new communist regime in
their country.

Agency workers have also noted that the Laoc seem to have
entered the job force more quickly than the Cambodians. They
attribute 'this fact to the Lac establishing strorng networks
through which they help each other to secure Jobs.

Lac culture is linked cleosely to Thai culture in terms of
language, cultural traditions and religion. Philadelphia’s Thai
community (mainly middle-class professiorals, numbering arourd
2,000) joined forces with the Lao community several years ago to
opert up a Wat (Temple) for their community. The temple finally
opened in Spring 1986, but the Lac community does not participate
as strongly as they might. Reasons seem linked to ¢raditional
biases between the two groups. The Lac accuse the Thai of

cultural srnobbism, and the Thai sterectype the Laoc as ignora.st and

unscphisticated.

Hmong
The majority of the Hmong ir Philadelphia came from Xieng

Khouarig Provirice in northwestern Laos. This upland province is
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home to most of the Hmong in Laocs. Trgditionally Hmong practice
swidden ("slash ard burn") agriculture growing rice, opium  ard
vegetables, and raising pigs. The war in Laos changed all this,
and while all of the Hmong interviewed classified their fathers
as farmers, more than half of them said that their fathers had
left the farm to become scldiers.

Many of the fathers had been recruited by the CIA as
soldiers for the anti-commuriist forces fighting the Pathet Lao.
Fear of persecution from the post-~1975 communist government in
Lacs was, thus, cited as a primary motivation for vleeing Laos
by these families.

Few of the fathers of the young Hmong mer had had
substantial education, but the young meri themselves repcort that
their fathers had tried to provide them with some basic educaticn
in schools in Lac villages. This reflects development changes
that Lacs had begun to undergc during the 1970's. The womer,
however, both the mothers and the sisters of the young mevi, had
had no formal education. They @orked in the fields and performed
other domestic chores such as tending the pigs and collecting
water.

Because of their fathers experierce in the army and because
many of the ycuth had had some schoaling in Laos, most of the
men and young men could speak both Hmong and Lac.

Traditional Hmong religion includes variety of beliefs, such
as ancestor worship as well as belief in local gods and spirits,
Many of the houses have ancestor portraits hangirig ors the walls.

In one home the researcher observed an elaborate altar which




ironically the 15 year old daughter could' not explair. In
addition, many Hmonp have coriverted to Christianity, some while
they were in the camps, and some after their arrival in the
United States. This phenomenori probably reflects of the role of

various church organizations ir their resettlement.
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CHARTER II ROLE OF ETHNIC IDENTITY AMONG THE SOUTHEAST ASIAN
YOUTH IN THE PHILADELHIA COMMUNITY

In our study of the SER refugee youth, ethnic identity
emerged as an important factor which played a role in how the
youths perceived themselves, their families and their future
roles in American society. In this regard, the youth are very
conscious of who they are - they are not simply Rsian, but are
Chinese, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Lao or Hmorig. As Chinese, or
Cambodiarn, etc. the youth are carrying cultural baggage thch
exerts strong influence on their decisions regarding the future.
Recognizing these differences is important when designing new
programg for the SER refugee community.

Not recogrnizing the distinctions among the groups can lead
not only to maladaptive programs, but also to resentment among
the groups themselves. For example, many of the youth complain
that at scnool the Black students constantly lump them

altogether. The Black youth call them derogatory names like

"gook" or ‘Ychink". One Hmong girl complained, we are not
Chinese; we are Hmong. Why car't the Black kids recognize this
differerice? She said that sometimes she and her friends

retaliated by calling the Blacks "Africans'. She said that they
did not like this.

Corisequently, the Asian youth in Philadelphia organize
themselves into groups which are strouingly based upon ethnicity.
Many of their activities are ones which emphasize their
identification. Aspirations and attitudes are strorigly

influerced by these grcups.
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Some of the groups, like the Hmong, for example, have
organized more formal groups. They have their owr Youth
Rssociation which is sponored by the Hmopg United Association of
Pennsylvania. The group elects officers, has a small budget and
plans several annual activities. At the moment the group is more
social in nature; for example, they organize outings, fall and
spring parties. However, the current president, a 19 year old
young man currently in his senior year of high school is making
changes. He plans to introduce service activities aimed at
helping the older members of the Huong community.

Informally, the young Hmong irn high school spend alot of
time with each other. On Saturday afterncons boys and girls
gather at the nearby park simply to talk ard hang out, ta play
the guitar and volleyball.

The somewhat older Hmong youth (ages 22-24), who had already
graduated from High School are no longer part of this group.
Many of <¢hem are working in Philadelphia's large and bustling
restaurant industry, jobs which they got through a Hmong network.
They consequently report a wider circle of friends through their
Job association. Some of these older boys also report that they
had beernn successful in making some Black friends while in high
school and that these friendships continue today. Yet, on their
days off, we noted that the majority prefer to visit Hmarng
frierds.

We abserved that the Hmong youth gtill participate in

several traditional Hmong activities which strengthered their
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ethnicity. For example, one young mar in his early 20's tald us
that he and friends had killed about 100 pigs during the past
several years for various Hmong ceremonial occasions. He said
that they bought the live pigs from Allentown, Penrnsylvania.

Hmong New Year's was constantly talked about by many of the
young pecple. It was an occasion they obviously enjoyed a great
deal and further served to strengthen their sense of "beirg
Hmong". Although the youth are picking up Americarn cultural
values; such as dress and music preferences, they also express
their "Hmongness“‘ throuph the marriage system which is still
celebrated in the traditional manner. In fact, it is their
marriage system which is exerting the strongest influence on the
decisioﬁs of teer.age Hmong girls regarding their future (see
section on marriage). In at leest two houses, we observed young
girls doing traditonal bandac (Hmong embroidery), an important
skill for Hmong girls.

Another interesting aspect of Hmong ethnic bonding is the
formatiorn of their surname associations. Theoretically, the
Hmong believe that everyone with the same surname is related
(Geddes, 1976; persoral cdmmunication, Bee Lor 19863, but in
reality, in Laos and Thailand, the groups are too large for
everyone to be biolopically related or even to know one another.
Yet, in Americay, families .with the same surnames, wha were
formerly total strangers to one another, immediately forge
friendships which are based upor: bonds of kinship. This bond
enables the Hmong to form networks which crosscut the entire
Uriited States, providing strength and unity for a small

population.




The Vietnamese youth also tend to stick together. Like
the Hmong youth, the Vietnamese proups include both boys and
girls. But, unlike the Hmong, the Vietnamese do not have the
more formal youth associations. This difference probably resul’s
from the greater number of Vietnamese youth. Instead, the youth
interviewed talked about their informal groups cf friends which
were school or neighborhood based.

The Vietnamesé youth groups alsc included Amer-fAsians and
some Sinco-Vietnamese. The Amer-Asian youth said that they felt
more comfortable with their Vietnamese friends than with

Americans. In fact, they did not seem to be suffering from major

discrimination by Vietnamese here. Contrary to what the RAmer-
ARsians might have thought before they arrived in America, most

Americans perceive them as Vietnamese and not American. Some may
look more Western in terms of phenotype, but ¢their language,
their behavior and their general cultural affiliatior. binds them
with the Vietnamese.

The Vietnamese boys in West Philadelphia alsc report that
they hang out with Lao girls, but not Lao boys. It has been
noted (Office of Refugee Resettlement 1986:10) that the ration of
Vietnamese boys to pgirls between the ages of 12-21 is 2:1.
ARlthough this difference is lessening (Office of Refupgee
Resettlement 1987:10), we sguggest any imbalance is probably
sufficient to drive teenage boys interested in girls to widen
their options. Other cultural factors related to the Lao may

also be involved (see below, section on Lac Youth). Few of the
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Vietnamese youth said that they had Cambodian friends (see below,
section on Cambodian youth).

The Vietnamese vouth alsge participate in larger group
activities and lots of parties, both formal and informal, The
formal parties are organized by any willing member of the
Vietnamese community, frequently businessmen. For these parties,
the organizer rents & hall, a band, and charges $10~15 for
admigsiarn, The party usually has a live band Vietnamese) which
plays Vietnamese rock musie, Youth who attend range from their
teens to their 300 s, Food and drink concessions sell snacks,
soft drinks, and peer. We observed little drinking other than
beer. The parties focus on dancing and talking. During the 1986
holiday season, these parties were the target of problems fram
the ‘"gargs" (cee below, Chapter ), but efforts by the
Philadelphia police have eliminated their presence at these
parties (at least for the present).

Although their Tet, or New Year's, coincides with Chirese
New Year, they hold similar but distinct festivities from the
Chinese.

The degree and kind of contact with Black teenagers varies,
Some schools, for example, Furness and South Philadelphia High
Schools, the contact is minimal, Harassment by Black teenagers is
widespread, and SEAQ teenagers feel that little is deone by the
teachers to correct the situation. The Vietnamese students at
these schocls reported very little contact with Americarn

students.

Yet, as among the Hmong, one can always find individuals wha




somehow .transcended the hostility and formed friendships. At
Kensingtori High School, there was a Black teenager, whose father
had beenn in Vietnam, who took it upori himself as a perscnial
mission to welcome the Vielnamese into his community. He served
protector for a number of the smaller boys, and even showed up at
English tutorial sessions at a Kensington church to help. His

Vietnamese friends that we met at the tutorials were obviously

very fond of him. Another boy, an Amer-Asiar, told me that he
was ‘“pro-Rlack", He said that Blacks liked him because he was
able to tell funny stories. However,; this boy's closest friends

were still Vietriamese.

The Sino-Vietnamese youth form an interesting category,
because their ethnic identificatiori is more complex; the youth
are basically bi-cultural. One tendency is for them to amphasize
their Chinese ethnic affiliation. Based ori our earlier research
with the Sino-Vietnamese (Peters, Schiefflin, Sexton & Feingald
1883), this was a trend we expected. For example, one group of
college age Sino-Vietnamese girls specifically reject Vietnamese
association. They report that even irn Vietnam, the Chinese and
the Vietnamese remained separate. They admitted that in Vietrnam
they discriminated against Vietnamese much in the scame manner
that many Whites have traditionally discriminated against Rlacks
in the United States. As an aside, they acknowleged that
Vietriamese alsc dislike the Chinese because they contrclled so
much of the economy.

These girls clearly identify with the Chinese commuriity.




Several work at part-time jobs in Chinese restaurants which they
got throuph parental connections. 1In addition, they e .Joy taking
trips to Resorts International at Atlantic City, not to gamble,
but to enjoy the nightclub acts which the casino brought in from
Hong Kong and Taiwar. This particular casino caters to the
wealthy Chinese communmity from New York, Philadelphia ard
Washington (mostly male) who come to gamble. These young women
love to watzh the Chinese entertainment and keep large scrapbooks
with photos of their favorite actresses, singers, etc.

Another example of this identification with the Chinese
community can be seen in the Asian Cultural Week events held by
Community College iri Spring 1987. One of the events planned was
a fashion show 1illustrating traditional Asian dress. Not
unsurprisingly the Sinc—Vietnamese girls requested a special
section for thuemselves; separate from the Vietrnamese girls.

ere is alsc a group of Sino-Vietnamese young men studying

‘Marndarin Chinese at Drexel University. These efforts represert a

very conscious attempt to forge 1links with their Chinese
heritage, rather than their Vietnamese background. We should be
reminded that the majority of the Sino-Vietnamese in Vietnam
speak Cantonese as their primary language. They would have
learned Mandarin in the Chinese schools, but these were barmed
after 1975,

A countervailing tendency amorig the Siro-Vietnamese youth is
tae identify more with ethnic Vietnamese. Sino-Vietnamese young
meriy, more tharn women, fall into this category, As noted above,
our young male Vietnamese informants, &all report that their

circle of friends includes Sino-Vietnamese. Conversely, Sino—
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Vietnamese male teenagers we interviewed seemed less cornscicus of
the distinctions betweeri Sino-Vietnamese and Vietnamese friende.
We suggest that the reasorns for this strengthening of cross-
cultural ties derives first from commoni language (all young Sirnc—
Vietnamese gpoke Vietnamese fluently and irequently could rct
speak Mandarin because Mandarin schools had been banned), second,
their common experience in suffering pclitical discrimination in
Vietnam, together with the strong pull of male bonding in a nrew
and unfriendly environment where their similarities outweighted

their differerices.

Cambodians

Thg Cambodiani youth mix less with the other SEA ethnic
groups. For the mcst part the Cambodians simply remairn separate
fram the other groups. In the Southeast and West Philadelphia
neighborhoods, some youth everr report that hostilities have
erupted between the Vietnamese and Cambodian young male groups.
When asked why, the Cambodian youth respond that they dor't like
the Vietramese because the Vietnamese dominate their country.
International political and historical tensions apparently have
filtered into daily life in far-off Philadelphia.

The Wat or Buddhist temple constitutes arn important symbal
of Cambodian ethnicity and plays an important role in the lives
of both the yourng and the old, the meri and the women. Ore young
mar  who works closely with the Cambodian youth community noted

that even wher tough looking street youth entered the temple,

they immediately assume a manrier of respect towards the morks and

the older people present.




For the male youth, the temple plays a special role in

preserving ethnic identity and also strengthens the degree of

separateness the Cambodian youth have. The Cambodians in

Philadelphia have contiviuved the tradition of *Temple boys”.

Every Friday night boys between the ages of 11 and 15 go tca  the

temple whare they study Cambodian language, history and the

Buddhist

religion. They stay in the temple through Sunday.

Besides studying, the boys simply have a good time there. They
are with their friends, they talk, focl around ard form a tight
knit group. This activity provides them with a clear and
distinct sense of identity with which to confront the outside
world which does not understand them.

Ar Americarn young man whco spends alot of time with the
Cambodiar youth in Southeast Philadelphia, reported that stories
of magic, shamans and the power they wield are held in great awe
amceng  the youth of the comnunity. Rather than expressing
embarassment over these ideas, they instead seem to regard them
as things which make them different and more Cambodiar. This
same individual witnessed several healing ceremonies performed by
-a& man regarded as the most powerful Shaman-healer in the
Philadelphia community. The ceremony was carried out on a young
16, year old girl whose psychological distress was greatly
alleviated by the shaman'’s powers. Thus, we can suggest that
traditioral coricepts of psychalogy and healing still play an

impertant role among the young Cambodians and not Jjust the clder

people.

Cambodiar New year is, of course, arn important holiday which
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unites the entire community. The <temple and the moriks
play important roles; there is alot of eating; and there are
performances of music and dance. Just as the researcher observed
in Cambodia and in the Cambodian refugee camps in Thailarnd,
Cambodian classical dance has assumed the important role of
symbolizing the Khmer people’s struggle toa preserve their culture

and civilization.

I
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The Lao boys, 1like the Vietnamese and Cambodian, terd to
keep to themselves as well. One Wes¢ Philadelphia Vietnamese
teenager quite frankly said that "we hate the Lao boys". I asked
why and he resporided that “their style is different. They have
longer hair, wear different clothes". He said that the Lac boys
hate them as well.

O the other hand, this same boy said that many Lao girls
hang around in his group. Whern I asked why, he said that the Lac
girls hate the Lao boys just as much as he does. This somewhat
unusual situation may be partially explained by the mamnner the
Lacc boys have affected. They, more than the other Southeast
fsian groups, have affected a kind of street style, i.e. speech
patterns, dress and outward physical behavior which is perceived
by other SEAR as being "Black". The widespread distrust and fear
of Blacks among the Southeast Asian youth, in general, might very
well contribute to this inexplicably intense dislike of the Lao
bays. It is alsc possible that the Vietriamese boys like the Lac
girls because they are freer and more relaxed in their sccial

relatioris with boys tharn very traditional Vietnamese girls.




The youth are clearly aware of who they are, but dc they
really understand what bring Vietnamese or being Hmong means?
Have any of them come to terms with what it means to belong to
two cultures; i.e. SEA and American? Have any of them thought
about what being a Hmong or Cambodian will mean to their children
or children’s children?

For the mast part, we found that "being what they are" is
experienced on a gut level. It is not easy for them to express
in words what being Vietnamese or Cambodian is. We did
encounter, however, several young adults within the different
communities wha were beginning to verbalize, and come to terms
with what their ethnicity means.

In this regard the Hmong are very unusual, One yourig leader
in the Hmong community was concerred with drawing up a list of
traits which represented what it meant to be a Hmong. He felt
that young Hmong cught to be aware of them and to abide by them.
They were simple traits, such as Hmong men never have long hair,
but Hmong girls should never cut theirs; and maintaining the
traditional Hmong New Year.

On the other hand, we were struck by the sophistication with
which several of the 14 and 15 year old Hmong girls expressed
themselves. In discussing marriage (see Chapter IV ) they
recognized that as Hmong they must marry young, ideally before
they were 18 years old, but, as new fmericans they wanted tc
complete high schoecl, perhaps attend college and get jobs. They

were trying to resolves this conflict ard asked whether married
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girls with children could go to college? Would pecple think they
were bad? They astutely recognized that their daughters wculd
be culturally more "American" and less traditionally Hmong than
themselves.

One of my interpretators, a young Cambodiar man in his late
20's who has been here since 1975 and has a college degree, is
also interested irn the concept of ethnicity and the problems of
ethnic preservation in the midst of the pressuirres to Americanize.
He 1is currently reading about earlier immigrants who came to
America, in order to understand the process of charnige in the

second and third generations of Americar born Cambodians.

T S R R mumm e e et et e =MLl S e AUERMAY

Mutual Assistance Associations (MAA's) play ar importart
role in ethric preservation withinn the Southeast Rsian
communites. However, they arn criticized by some Southeast Asian
community leaders as being too concerned with cultural
preservation at the expense of cultural adaptation.

In addition, rot all members of each community are
completely aware of the activities of their respective MMA.
Often it is simply a matter of distance. For example, the
Cambodian MAA is in the Olney section of Philadelphia
(northeastern section). The Cambodian community living in
Southeast Philadelphia does not go there that often. In other
MAAs, such as the Vietnamese MAA, politics has created a split
amcng its members, rendering it less effective.

Otier of the MAA's, such as the Greater Philadelphia

Overseas Chinese (issociation, is alsc plagued by peolitical




factionalization. Some members of the community have criticized
it saying that its activities are too directed at the older
members of the community and neglect the youth.

Finally, many of the youth perceive these associations as
‘old fashioned!’. The older members of these groups are findirng
it difficult to come to terms with the changes in their childrer.
Corsequently, many people question the effectiveness of the role

that these gproups can play with the youth.

Many of the Southeast Asian youth have adapted the dress,
hairstyle and manner of American teenagers, But their sense of
ethnic identity remains strong. This identity, unlike the Asia.
nmericah, who politically identifies with all Asians, is very
group specific. The youth are Hmong, Cambodian, Vietnamese,
Sino-Vietncmese or Lao. The exclusiveness of the youths' ethnic
identity is reflected ir the relatively few numbers of cross-
group . riendships. Their friendships reflect the strong bonding
of shared experiences in addition to shared language and culture
in 2 new country.

This sense of ethnic solidarity not only links people intea
groups of friendship, but serves to form networks which help the
youth in employment. The Hmong, for example, have specialized in
working in Philadelphia’s more trendy restaurants. We found that
access to these Jjobs is oprimarily through introduction by
friends. Sino-Vietnamese girils, on the other hand, use their
bonds of ethnicity to form solid groups of friends wha offer

strong support to one another.
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We did observe however, that the exclusivity of ethric
identity is beginning to break down among the younger children
(ages 7-10), which is natural. These children speak geood
English and are aculturating in ways which go much deeper than

their older siblings. These children form much wider circles of

friends.




CHRPTER III ATTITUDES OF SOUTHERST ASIAN YOUTH TOWARDS EDUCATION

Rttitude towards education is an important indicator of the
aspirat;ons and expectations someone will have for the future.
We found that; in general, the attitudes of the SEA youth toward
education were very positive. Rll of the youth interviewed
recognized the nreed for adequate education in order to be
sucecessful in America.

Naturally, the kind of education the youth felt was adequate
or wanted waried, not only from group to group, but from
individual to individual. As expected, these attitudes varied in
terms of ethnicity and gender of the youth, and ir education
level and background of parents.

The standard response from the majority of the Sino-Chinese
and Vietnamese yoputh, for example, was that they wanted to atterd
college. At the least, all of the youth interviewed recognrized
that they must at least finish high school in order to get some
kind of job in American society,. Among those who didn't wish to
attend college, most expressed the desire to acquire some kind of
additional training which would prepare them for better paid jobs
with better futures, i.e. _obs which were not “"dead end". The
youth wanted jobs where they could learr new skills which would
allow them advancament.

Yet despite their high expectations, _many of the youth
studied reported that they are bored and frustrated in their high
school classes. Some admitted that they have stopped goirig to
school everyday. Rlthough accurate statistics are not available,
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the agency workers report that they observe an increased drop-out
rate for GER students at certain high schools. This trend is
causing alarm among their parents and community leaders.

This ¢trend fits with the overall trens of increased drop-
outs in the Philadelphia School System in general. AR recent

article in the Philadelphia Irnguirer (Sunday July 5, i987)

described the situation as so bad that school researchers project
that as many as 35-40% of the Class of 1988 will never receive a
high school diploma. For the academic school year 1985-86
certain schools reported total drop-out rates as high as .22%.
Among the schocols hardest hit were University City High Schoci
(16%), South Philadelphia (19%), Kensington (22%), Olney (15%),
Furness (13%) - all schools with large numbers of SER students.
Minorities and the urbar poor have the highest drop-out rates,
although it was noted that Rsian females have the lowest.
Rlthough the Inguirer article focused on the numbers of
Hisparic youth who were dropping out, it also strorgly criticised
problems within the school system itself which were ernicouraging
the drop-out rate: for example, indifferent or hostile teachers;
uncaring parents; disruptive students who were not given any
constructive criticism. The drop-out problem was reported as
usually beginning with the student cutting classes. It was
pointed out that i¥ a student doesrn't come to schocl regularly
and then shows up, the teacher is more annoyed at having to
handle the problem student tharn pleased that the student has
returned to school. Parents frequently do not know that their
children are cutting classes because the counselors are too

overworked to inform them. Rs we shall see below, the SER youth
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at these schools complain of similar problems reported in this
article. We feel that the SEA students can't help but be

influencecd by this trend.

Hmorg

Given widely held stereotypes, the number of young Hmorig men:
in Philadelphia who have pgraduated from high school is
surprisingly high. We say young mer, because among the older
youth whe are wnow 20-24%, the high school graduates, are
predominantly meri and not women.

Ori the other hand, there is a group of Hmong girls currently
in their tsens who came to America when they were only 7 or 8.
These girls speak good English ard are better adapted to American
life. They are currently aged 14-16 and in high school. More of
them will be graduating soon, if they do not marry first (see
chapter 1IV). For example, our Hmong assistant, a 1S5 year old
girl, chatters or about boys, cloth2s and hairstyles like an'
other Philadelphia teenager. She is concerned with what she will
do after high school, the choices beirg more schooling or a job.
Her concern with early marriage, however, betrays her strong
Hmorig cultural affiliation and illustrates one of the problems
Hmorg girls face in adapting to life in America.

The number of Hmong from the Philadelphia community whco have
continued on to college is so far miniscule - from five to eight
boys and one girl {personal communication, SER Coalition 1987).
However, we predict that these statistics will increase as more
of the youth currently in high school receive their diplomas.

The generatior of young Hmong in their 20's represents the
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group that had to struggle the most. They arrived in fAmerica
when they were already 13 or 14 with inadequate educaticnal
backgrounds. However, those currently living in Philadelphia are
generally doing well. Among those covered by this study, all had
finished high-school and were very proud of their diplomas. The
researcher was able to interview all of them directly in English,
& testimony to their success in difficult circumstances.

Therefore, contrary to what we anticipated, the Hmong

community in Philadelphia p‘aces high emphasis on education, at
least for men. In addition, every male vouth in the study had
some education in {Laos before leaving. Everr in rural Hmong

villages, fathers were aware of the need for their sorns to
receive’ a better education than they had in order to survi e in
the modern world. The encroachment of the war undoubtedly
heightered this awareness of education. Before arriving in
either America or evern the Thai refugee camps, these young men
had already learned %o speak Lao and had acquired basic training
in math, science ard ever some history.

This enlightened attitude did not apply to womer. In Laos,
Hmong girls did not receive much education, if any at all. Their
responsibilities centered around domestic chores, farm work, and
of course marrying and raising children. Hmong girls are
receiving some education here, but the numbers which graduaty
high school or continue on to college are fewer than the boys.
Many girls da marry early and drop out of high school. Those that
like school and want an education, 1like Yang for example, often

have to cdo so against the will of their fathers who still de rict
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recogriize the need for girls to be as educated as boys. Yarg
attends a Philadelphia junior high school which has a very bad
acadamic reputation together with a discipline problem. Yet,
despite this drawback, she is determined to get an educatiorn and
is doing very well academically. Because of her strong desire %c
do well in scheool, she has drawn the attentior of her teachers.
Her advisor, in particular, has provided considerable
encouragement. Consequently, she has qualified to attend one of
the five elite high schools {entrance is selective, based on
grades and teacher recommendation) in the Philadelphia system
starting in September 1987.

The explanation for this emphasis on education among Hmonrg
in the Philadelphia community a~d the higher rate of success of
the Hmorg mer in finding jobs, may be a function of the
particular population which remains here. As reported above, the
Hmong population in Philadelphia was initially considerably
higher -~ over 3,000. Those who left may represent the less
adaptive members of the community, i.e. those who could not
survive the urban problems of Philadelphia life. The 364 wha
remain represent tﬁe more successful ones who were able to adapt
to life here. Consequently, Philadelphia’s Hmong community may
well represent an uriusual sample of the Hmong population in  the

Urnited States.

In gereral, the Vietnamese and Sinc-Vietnamese youth are
highly mctivated toward achieving post high school educatiorn. At

Philadelphia Community Ccllege (from 1985-86 statistics obtaired
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from Community College’s ESL Program), 75% or 159 of the 211
students registered in the ESL program were Vietnamese (riote:
this figure does not distinguish betweern pure Vietnamese and
Sino-Vietnamese. One of the schools ESL teachers estimates that
2/3 of this total are Sino-Vietrnamese). Orly 44, or 21%, were
Cambodian and 4% were Lao (note: this figure does rot distinguish
between lowland Lac and Hmong). Among the 159 Vietnamese
students, €68% were male and 32% were femalie.

This high percentage of young men at Community College,
however, does not indicate the number of receiving college
degrees. Based or discussions with ESL teachers and college
administrators, we discovered not all graduate or go on to 4
year cPIIEges. But regardless of the ultimate outcome of their
careers at Community College, teachers said that their attenderice
at Community College puts them in a more better qualified job
category =~ white collar as opposed to blue. We were invormed of
@ side berefit; apparently Vietnamese and Sino-Vietnamese girls
consider men with any college education better marriage partners
than men with nore.

One 22 year old Sirno~-Vietnamese young womar: informed us that
most of her girl friends (all Sino-Vietnamese or Chinese fronm
Horg Korig) were doing quite well in terms of educaticsa — by this
she meant that all were pursuing educatiornal goals above the high
school level,. Suzie herself, for example, is currently enrclled
at Community College and cortemplating transfer to Philadelphia
College of Art. Anong her three sisters, one (sister #2 in terms
of age) atterds the Kraft Fashion Institute, and another (sister

#4) is pursuing an accounting course at a business college in
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Jenkintown. Orily sister #1 has no career training. She is

married and has a baby. It is interesting to note that the three
sisters engaged in post-high school training (includes Suzie)
graduated from Girls High at the same time - June 1986.

Among Suzie's friends, she mentioned one whe attends Temple

and is majoring in pharmacy. Gfhers, she says, are all very
serious about geting an educatior. She reports that they have
all decided apainst marrying carly. They want to get good jobs,

which they perceive as ones with good salaries, good beriefits and

cpportunities for future advancement. She added that mary of her

friends talked aboﬁt wanting to travel before settling docwri. She

told me about her initial surprise at finding womer teachers in

America whco had not married. These teachers, however, had been
very helpful ¢o her and her friends, and that they now decidea

that they didn't_have to get married to become successful!

We discovered, however, that not all the Vietnamese and
Sino-Vietnamese youth are doing well in school. Suzie, for
example, worries about her brother and his friends who represent
a particular element found mostly among the Vietramese arnd Sinc—
Vietnamese male youth today. One of her younger brothers, whco is
in his senior year of high school, does not like to study or do
his homework. His idea of a good time is "hanging out" with his
frierds on the streets. Needless to say, the parents are anxicus
about him. They do not approve of his friends and the hours that
he keeps, but they cannét seem to change his attitude. The
“problem youth" will be discussed in greater deteil below in

Chapter V.
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Howaver, we found that the Vietnamese and Sinco-Vietramese
tended to have the highest.educational aspirations. We correlate
this with several factors; for example, the Vietnamese ard Sinc—
Vietnamese families we interviewed ir Philadelphia come from
predominantly urban areas irn South Vietnam. The level of
education of the parents, ever though it is lower than the 1975
group of refugees, is higher than the other SEA groups.
Furthermore, not only had the youth themselves received more
education while in their native country, but their educatior had
beer less disrupted than the Cambedians, or Laoc or Hmong.

In addition, we might mention the importarce of the cultural
tradition common to both Chirna and Vietnam, namely the Confucian
tradition, which places high priority on the value of educaticn
as a means to success. Traditicnally, success was defined irn
terms of receiving a bureaucratic position in the imperial
goverrmerts which was awarded through competetive examinations.
Success today is still defired in terms of getting the education
Ahich will give access to white collar jobs. Cansequently,
pérents from the Vietnamese and Sino-Vietnamese families place
high priority on their children getting an edurmation - evern if it
means sacrifice on their part. They were able to project into
the future and perceive the economic advantages an educated son
or daughter would bring to the entire family. This system, cof
Course, assumes that the son or daughter will remairn within the

family structure orce they become ecoromically productive.

Cambodians and Lac

Because the majority of Cambodian and Lac parents come from
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rural areas and are not as highly educated themselves, they have
difficulty in guiding their children in the American school
system.

We discovered that teenage Cambodian girls, for examnple,
attend school on a less re@gular basis than teenage bays. Twes
teerage sisters in one family reported that they did rct always
go to school because they did not see any reason to go. They
still did rnot speak Erglish very well and said that, besides,
their future was to get married and raise children. However, the
youngest child in this family, a girl around 9 years of age,
spake English  fluently, went to school regularly and received
good grades. We predict that there will be changes in the
educational patterns of Cambeodiar girle whern the younger children
grow up.

Arcther Cambodian father rather philosophically stated that
he simply wanted his childrern to learn to speak £nglish well ard
to be able tc get aiong in America. He wants them to be able to
net jobs where they speak English. He vaguely understards - but
not completely’— that school is a pathway tc success in America.
He is most corcerned about his son, age 22. The boy is still in
high school, although nobody seemed to know how or where. He is
trying to imprave welding skills he learned in the refugee camp.
We received the opinion that the father had little contral over
the son's activities and whereabcuts, and that he was anxicus.

We were struck by the dilemma of one Cambedian boy who was
caught betweer loyalty to his parents and his owri aspiratiors to

achieve mcore educatior. This young man had bzen classified as
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brillant at math and scierce by his teachers ard counselors, and

they were encouragirg him to apply fof scholarships to atterd
college. The boy, howsver, feels tremendous obligation tc his
parents and wants, instead, to take a Job to help support them.
The parents who do not completely understand the significarce of
their son getting a college degree, offered no encouragement for
the bay to go to college rather than taking a Jjob. Unlike
Chinese or Vietnamese parents, we €21t that his parents do not
fully realize that a few more years of economic struggling would
pay off in greater long term benefits.

Lac girls alsc experience problems from culturally
conservative parents, Ore girl we knew who had academically
qualifigd for orie of the selective high schools did riot atterd
because her father was afraid to let her travel to this schocl on
her owr. He pretfered tc keep her at a cleser neighborheoad
comprehensive school which is frought with academic ard
disciplinary problemus.

The Lac caseworker for the Lac MMA complained about the high
high schocl dren-out rate for Lao youth. He attributed this
failure to probiewns within the school system (see section below).
Ori the other hard, we encourtered a small group of Lac teerns who
had beer in the United States since they were 8 years cld. They
all spoke good English, were doing well irn school and planried tc

atternd college whenr they graduated.

School district officials estimate that there are

46

EU




approximately 5,500 Asian students out of 194,000 irn the
Philadelphia Public School System (Philadelphia Inguirer, Surday
March 30, 1986). This figure is based upon statistics for
students enrolled in the English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL) program in the School district. We must point out that
the figure merely provides a rough estimate because it does nct
include students enrolled at Catholic schools, nor does it
include students atterding schools which d=z not have ESOL
programs, nor does it include students no longer atiending ESOL
classes. On the other hand, it does include Chinese from Hcrg
Korng, Taiwan or China, and Japanese and Korear students rcone of
whom are SEAR refugees.

In trying to understand some of the problems SER studerts
have enccuntered in the school system, let us first lcck at the
ways in which the schoal system tried to integrate them intc the
systom. They used strategies already established by the schaol
system for other non-English speaking students, primarily Spanish
speaking, which entailed the following: 1) match the age and
grade of the student as closely as possible; 2) place the student
in special Ernglish for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
classes; but, 3) mainstream the student as quickly as possible
intc regular classes sc that the student does not fall behirnd in
basic subjects and gets as much exposure to English spoken by
native speakers.

This last strategy was intensified during the year 1985-8¢
under a new program called "ESOL Plus Emersion". Whereas
previously a student could take up to five periods of ESOL a day

if he or she needed it, now the maximum rumbter of ESOL classes is
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three. Whereas previously nor-Erglish speakers could be
introduced to content classes taught by the ESOL teacher, now the

student is required to take history, math ard science in regular

classes. For Spanish speakers, bi-lingual programs exist at

eertain schools. It is reported that the ESOL Plus “mersicon
affects them 1less since they are still able to take content
classes in Spanish if they are available. -
Have these strategies worked successfully withk the SER
students? Many SER students themselves, %ER community leaders,
agency people and some educators themselves argue that these
methods have not beern successful with the SEA students. Let us

lock more closely at some of the criticisms.

the major complaints cited by many of the Rsian
commurniity leaders, agency pecple, and teachers who work directly
with the studerits is the ivsisterce of the scheel system to try
and match age ard grade of the SER refugee student as closely as
possible. In theory this sounds reascoriable. You canriot place a
15 year oid boy in the 4th grade.

On the other harnd, how can you place a 1T year cld boy with
only a 4th grade education and whase English is virtually non-
existent in the 10th grade? Ever in the best of circumstances,
ucually with the Vietnamese and Sirio-Vietnamese childrer, the
refugee childrern have lost at least ore or two years of schocol
fraom the time they leave their native country to the time they
are resettled in America. None of the refugee camps provide

adequate education. Most now teach some English, but in
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Thailand, not even English classes were freely available until
arcund 198¢. The Cambodiar children have lost more education
than the other SEA children. They literally received nc
education from 1975 until they arrived in dmerica - sometimes a
gap of 6 to 8 years.

Thus, placing these children, whc may be now 14 or 15, in
high schocl classes which approximately match their ages createc
serious problems. Not only do they not understard their classes
because of the English problemy, they also do not have the
educational fcundation te learn the math, science ard sccial
studies which is expected of themn.

Realizing the learning difficulties they will face if placed
in classes too advanced for them, some SEA refugee youth have
lied agout their ages in order to be placed in lower grades.
While this method temporarily solved the educational gap problem,
it created social ones where 20 year old young meri are in the
same classes with 14 year olds. This, of course, is the -ery

problem educators sought tc aveid in the first place.

English for Speakers of Other Languages
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) is designed
te help students who are not native speakers of English and whe
have difficulties participating in regular classes. Orie prcblem
with ESOL classes cited by the teachers themselves is that there
is no standard curriculum for ESOL teachers, no over-archirg
fgoals and objectives. This, in one serse, leaves the teacher
free tc adjust the class to the rieeds of his students. But more

cemmon, is a general lack of direction in the ESOL classes,
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especially among the less gifted teachers.

Leaders in the SER community complain that their children
are not learning the fundamentals of English. They sit in ESOL
classes and are neither prepared for their regular coursewcrk,
nor for getting along in American society. For example, they
neither understard their math classes, nor know how to fill cut a
job applicationy, or apply for a drivers license.

The SER high schoal students we interviewed also complaired
that ESOL English is not conrected with their other classes, so
that ocutside their ESOL classes, they are not able to comprghend

their science, math ard sccial studies classes.

Initially the ESOL program in high schools offered nron-
native English speakers as many as five ESOL ciasses per day. Rs
of 1985-86 the trernd has beer tc cut back on ESOL classes arnd to
promate  “mainstreaming" under the ESOL Plus Emersion pragram.

The methcd is desigrned to get the student into regular classes as

quickly as possible.

The ratioriale for this method is that the more th: student
is exposed to English spokeri by native speakers, the quicker he
or she will learnr. Unforturately this theory is riot working for
the majority of SEA studernts. Youriger childreri fare better in
this system, because they have less to lose and less tco catch up.
Too many of the older students we interviewed describe feelirgs
of helplessness wher they sit in classes they do not urderstard.
They complair that they are bored and frustrater by being placed

intc regular classes befocre they are ready.




Teenage boys, more than girls, seem to tire quickly. Ore
teacher phileosophically attributed this problem simply to their
being teenage boys ~ a time when they wish tc establish their
masculinity and to prove to the world that they are young adults.
They are frustrated by these feslings of failure and seek to
srove themselves in other ways - such as hanging out on the
streets, acting tough, smoking cicarettes, drinking, chasing
girls, etc. Their boredom leads them to cut classes with frierds
which results in a predictable downward spirc.

Whern questioned about this problem with the sldar students,
the schocl authorities explain that if the studernt carnct
understand the course, he can repeat the course durivno the summer
or the following year. What this reasoning fails to reccghnize is
that the colder refugee students do not have the luxury of
repeating classes. Mcst of their families still depend on  scme
form of cash assistarice from Welfare. If the family's period for
receiving Refugee Cash Assistarce has expired (18 months after
arrival), families with children usually qualify for AFDC (Aid tc
Families with Dependent Children). AFDC provides for needy
children who are under the age of 18, or age 18 if a full-time
student in a secondary schoocl, or in the equivalent level of
vocational or technical training, and is expected to complete the
program before reaching age 19 (Dept. of Health and Human
Services 198€, 45 CFR Ch.1ll, Part 233.20:102).

Because the SER refugee families feel that they carrnct
afford to support a studemv in high schocl without the additiornal
AFDC cash payments, it is crucial that the student finish high

schoel within the allotted time period. If he or she falls tco
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far behind, then there is usually nc aother alterrnative than to

drop out and to take any sort of job tco help support the family.

What can be dorne about these problems with the schoal
system's strategy? Obviously, the students have tc learrn English
somehow and, ideally they should not fall behind in their other
subjects. Several commurity leaders have argued for bi-lingual
education as a sclution, i.e. classes in math, science and social
studies taught in the child's native language urtil his English
level is sufficient to urderstavnd the regular classes. Others,
however, have pointed out several problems with using this
aJproach forr the SER youth. First, there are toc many different
lariguages = it would be difficult tc firnd capable arnd traired
teachers fluent in both Eriglish ard the rnative larguage. Seccrd,
not éll the SER students are literate in their riative lariguages.

Arcther supgested scluticr is a major re-evaluaticn of the
current ESOL curriculum, adjustirng the course tc the academic and
daily life neeus of the students. Irn additicr, the schcols might
try a methcd already used by Ccmmuriity Ccllege of Philadelphia.

Philadelphia Ccmmurnity Ccllege offers ESL (Erglish as a
Second Language) classes that try tc prepare the studert with the
skills nreeded tc take other collepe courses. They evern offer
scme courses, such as Psycheolcagy or Americar History, which are
taught by ESL teachers. These ccourses are designed to go more
slawly, ard tc introduce the ren-riative English speaker tc the
specialized vcecabulary iy the course. Prior tc 1985 the high

schcols had wused ESOL teachers to intrcduce content material.




But, according tc schaool officials, because these teachers re
not accredited to teach content ccurses, the students did nrct
receive credit. This apprcach be re-evaluated and improved.

R third method which has already been used in some schocls
in other parts of the United States, San Francisccy fore
example, or Fairfax, Virginia, is tc establicsh special schocl
centers for the SER students for a specified period of time. The
center may serve only as an "intake center" for a day or two at
the begirming of the schocl year. The center would be staffed by
bi-lirgual personnel whco could explain tc both the parents and
students what the schcocal system is all about. The SER students
cculd be tested in their native larnguages tc establish prcoperly
hcw much educaticn they received in their native countries.

Other more radical options are Lo isclate the SER students
fcrr as long as crie year at special schcools where they cculd be
pravided with internsive bi-lingual training and English withcut
the pressures of the regular schcool envircnment. Philadelphia is
ncw considering creating a one-day intake center fcr Scutheast
Asiars beginning this fall 1987 (personal communication,

Education Law Center, Philadelphiay, 1987).
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Nearly every SER youth interviewed complairied of
experiencing problems and tensicns with other youth, expecially

Black ycauth. Naturally, there were always exceptions, like

Tammy, a 17 year cld Amer-Asian, whco said he was "pro-RBRlack", or
one yourng Hmong who was able to make friernds with scme of the

Black students at Uriive.sity City High Schocl. Arncther Hmerg

‘ 5 R i




told us that orce he became the friend of ore very large Rlack
yourig marn; nobody else ever bothered him. However; most SEAR
youth perceive themselves as targets of discriminaticr -
especially by Rlacks.

This discrimination has taker mcore agressive forms than
simple name-calling ard taunting, and has resulted in some
serious arnd unforturate incidents such as the stabbirgs arnd
severe beatings of several Scutheast Asian teens. These events
always make the newspapers, and are followed by a public cutcry.
However, these tragedies are quickly forgotteri and life goes on
S usual in the high schocls. But this kind of attitude is
extremely destructive. It not ornly creates obstacles ta getting
an educaticn, 'but lays the foundatiorn for a contirnued future of
racism betweern Asians and Rlacks.

Evern mcore shocking is the attitude of some of the teachers
at these schoals. Ore student reported that their teacher told
the Asian students that "if she had encugh money she would send
them all back to Asia where they belornged." Another student, whco
complained of attacks and harassment in the cafeteria during

lunch, =zaid that both of the adults assigrned to security duty

there were biased against Asians. One of the adults had a
newphew whco had puriched ore of the Asian studernts. The adult
interceded onn behalf of his rephew whose suspernsicon was

cancelled.
Whether or not these reparts are 100% accurate is not the
issue. What =atters, is that many of the youth perceive that

they are discriminated against, not  only by their fellcow




students, but by the schccl system itself. If they feel that
they carmot get fair treatment froom thé teachers cor the
prircipal, to whom carn they turn for help?

Uriiversity City High Schocl used to be cited as the worst
offerder in this regard. In Fall 1984, The Philadelphia
Cotmissicrnn ori Human Relations held a series of four public
investigatory hearirnigs on the increased viclence d.rected at
Asians in the Philadelphi+ area (Philadephia Commissicri on Human
Relatierns 1985), Ore result of the testimcriies givern at these
hearirigs was that mcre attention was directed tc the specif}c
abuses occurring at Univ-rsity City High School. For example,
groups of studernts were taken to Fellowship House Farm {(a ricr—
profit,_ rnonsectariarn educaticnal center for human relaticns ard
social charge) for twc day "unlearning racism" workshops. There,
in the relaxed, informal atmosphere of the ccuntryside White,
Hispanic, Black and Rsian ctudents explored their differerces arnd
played spcrts together.

The workshcps are highly successful, but the question always
remains, can this isclated experience survive the pressures cof
the urbar ervircarment? Thus, the schocl instituted more culture
sharing programs arnd classes withirn the schocl system itself.
Ore Vietriamese studert whco is junicr at University City High
Schoal, alsc reported week lang retreats where he had beern taken
ta the countryside with felloaw classmates. He felt that the
frierdships established during this time continued after his
return to schcocol.

Although tha situaticr at University City High Schacl is far

from perfect, students currently errclled there, and soame of the
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recent Hmcrig graduates, report that condivicns are much calmer

than in the early 1980's. However, other high schools, such as
Furress and Scuth Philadelphia, have inci zased problems. This
increase reflects the movemernt of the r ‘fugees intca these
neighborhoods which pravicusly didn't have many RAsians.

In general, +the Vietnamese boys say that they want tco avoid
trouble with hostile youth in school. One boy said that when
problems erupted, he and his friends usually tried to aveoid
direct confrontation. If things got too bad, then they simply -
left schocol for the day. On the street as well, they said that
they tried tc avoid fighting with lccal, hostilie yzuth, but that
if pressed they wculd. Barding %“ogevher in their own gangs
pravides them with a degree of protection they need. However,
one Cambodian teerager reported that he frequently confronted
Black teeriagers and had been involved in fights using knives. So
far he does rict seem to have been sericusly hurt.

Twca  Hmeng girls, ages 14 and 15, reported that they were
constantly taunted for getting good grades in schocl. Ore said
that she was called “nerd". She hoped that when she got tc
Girl's High that there would be less of this s nce only students
with gocd grades could atterd Girl's High. The other girl, whe
already attends BGirl's High, told her friend that she fourd that
evenn at Girl's High students cheated ard made furi of her when she
got gocd grades. This suggesticr of anti-int~mllectualism found
everi at the rity's best and mazst ccmpetitive s (cols symbolices
deeper problem within the Philadelphia schcol system itself. Ore

of the girls wistfully expressed the desire that there could be
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schoals  where only people whao wanted tc learn attended, ard all
the other pecple went to other schocols.

Arcther program aimed st ameliorating the special cultural
ternsicns between the SEA and the Rlack ycuth was the two year
Southeast Asiarn Resource Project (SEARP) run by United Communities
Southeast Fhiladelphia from 1985-1987, The primary gcal of the
project was to train professiornals in health care, educatior, the
police, and community centers tc better urderstand the rnew SERA
community they service.

In the area of education, the project worked orly with
schocls in Schoeol District #2 of which two were high schools,
South Philadelphia High Schocl and Furrness (which only includes
grades 9 and 10). The praject®s ctrategy was ta provide
consultations, class assemblies and workshops for staff, teachers
and students and parents of the SEA studernts which wcould
intrcduce Asian cultures arnd provide cross-cultural training.
Unfortunately, the twc high schcols were not overly receptive tco
this project - it was most successful among the elementary
schocls.

The projec. alsc approached community centers which had
youth programs in the Sautheast Philadelphia regicon to erncourage
them %o consider inviting Asians tc participate. Some success is
illustrated by the enrcllment of some SER children in the pre-
schoxl  programs  at Houstor: Community Center ard by some Asian
groups, like the Vietriamese bcy scout troop, renfing space.

Rlthough the program was a dynamic arnd exciting one, its
major drawback was that there were nc resources o conduct any

fallow-up evaluation on the program’s impact. The training of
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professionals has had a lasting impact on the treatment of the
SER community as exemplified by the dynamic health care programs
being developed by Jefferson Hospital for treating SER wcmern.
However, tha long term impact ori the scheool system is less clear.
During the project?’s duration, the SERRP committee, of
constituted primarily of educators and SER community leaders, did
devote three sessions tco problems within the schocl system. A
draft of recommendations was drawn up ard sent ve the
Superintendent of the School District inm winter 198€. In

general, these recommendaticns have not yet been acted uporn.

Insensitivities of the Philadelphia Schecl System to the
Szutheast Asian Students
Community leaders and agerncy pecple invelved with the

Southeast Asian yocuth complain that the schools lack pecple whu
understand the problems of the Asian students. The schocls lack
guidance counselors who can specifi.ally advise and direct 3%he
Asian students. The Southeast Asian leaders resent that the
Black and Hispanic studernts have BRlack and Hispanic teachers, but
that the Asians are riot comparably served.

As a result, fsian students are frequently misdirected. Far
example, one Hmong young man at University High Schiccl wished to
goe  to Community College to study computers. Wher, he spocke with
one cof the counselors at Community College, she told him that
Asians always did well at computers, but they failed all the
other tests ard requirements. She told him that he would i.ave tc¢

pass English 101 and 102 in order tc graduste and that most

Asians ccould not pass. The student was so discouraged that he
Bl
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didn't evern apply. He irstead werit to tie Natioral Irnstitute of

Health Technclcgy ard trained to be a dental techrnician. Arnd, he
passed his English test.

Aricther Hmong student, currently a senior at Olney High
Schocl, 1is planning to attend college in the fall. Hcwever, he
had not yet applied (it was May’ and wasn’t completely sure hcow
te go about it. He kriew that he alsc needed to apply for
financial aid. He reported that his adviscr at school had
provided him with some forms for financial aid, but that he
didr*t kriow how to fill them cut arnd tre advisor hadn't hel ped.
This particular young man was more astute than many of the youth
we encc .ntered, ard yet he still was corifused.

It ie our opinion that the schcools need to enmploy more
counselors specifically to hzlp the SER students. They rieed
help vict  only in guiding them through their high scheocol
curricilam but in locating post high schocl cclleges and training
praograms as well. It goes without saying, that cournselcrs shculd
help the students tc complete their applicaticns and inform them
apout financial aid and educational lcans. A faculity member of
the ESL Department at Community College commented that she had
noticed that the Vietriamese and Cambodiars seemed to have
established their cocwn networks to help each other with these
prcblems. The Lau, or the other hand, seemed less ckilled with
finding ‘out these thirgs fcr themselves ard needed. extra
attention.

Scme of the schools, such av West Philadelphia High School

and Furress, have tried to redress this issue by hiring an Asian

-
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(in these cases, twa highly educated Vietramese mern who have
Ph.D.'s and whca have been in the United States for a long time)

tac teach the ESOL classes, and tc serve as guidance ccoaunselors.

He have tc commend the schcol's efforts, but unfartunately in
bath instances, the teachers are cverworked, and are constantly
frustrated by their lack of authority to make any real changes in

the programs.

Ancther sericus insensitivity of the scheocl system is the
.failure tce hire staff who can commuriicate with the parents of the
Scutheast ARAsian students. Thrcugh their community leaders,
parents of SER students have complained that they have no means
of making their opinions known to schocl administratcrs cor
teachers. Rlternatively, the school has no way of communicating
with the parents wher there are academic or disciplinary pracblems
with the SER students. For exam, le, on the problem of truancy,
SER students can cut ciea. es for weeks and ric one ever tells the
parents. The lack of bi-lingual staft in the schocls or the
reluctarce to use interpretors in order to explain problems to
the parents of SER children has led to a class action suit (Y.S.
y. Scheel District of Philadelphia, C.AR. 85-6924 [E.D. PA1) filed
on  behalf of Asian students in the Philadelphia Schocl District
and their parents (wee belcw).

The schoal system has alsc been insersitive to learning
disabilities among the SER students. ESOL teachers repcrted that

any learning prablem nrnoticed among the SEA students is

automatically attributed tc inadequate command of English and is

referred to the the ESOL teachers. They have perceived meore




serious learning disabilities amcng the students, such as
retardation and psyrhological damage, which ;hus pass unrncticed
in the school system.

R corcllary of this complaint, is that fcw of the teachers
appreciate the degree of psycholeogical trauma these childrer have
suffered during the chacs in their countries. Many of them have
seen mothers a1id sisters raped, or witnessed brutal fighting and
killing. The childrern are reluctant to talk about these
experierces ~ they simply live with them.

Rlternatively, the schcol system alsc lacks the ability tc
reccognize pgifted children as well. Orie ESOL teacher wha had
recommended several SER youth for advarced classes had fourd that
they had beern rejected on grounds that they failed the
standardized tests used to place the students. This teacher
astutely 1oted that these tests were desigred specifically for
Rmerirarn children and that many pifted SER childrer failed for
cultural reasons, ncot for lack of intelligence.

R final, somewhat dramatic, example which illustrates the
sch ¢l system’s pgerieral insensitivity tc the SER students is the
much publicized "Killing Fields" incident. In early 1985, the
SER ESOL teacher and guidance counselor at University City High
Schocl requested $220 from the schcol district in crder to take
110 students tc see the "Killing Fields", a film which he felt
wculd  provide an important cultural and psychalogicai experiernce
for the SEA students. In his clerses, the teacher had
discussed the history cf Cambodia, the turbulent 1870's, and the
period of the Khmer Rcuge goverrmert. Half of the students in

the class were Cambodian and they had rict yet seen the film. He

63 73




alse noted that few of the students felt comfortable talking
about their experierces during the Khmer Rcwuge period. The
teacher consequently felt that seeing the muvie might help them.
Much to the surprise of everycre, the Assistant Superinterdent
turned dcocwrnn the request, saying that '"the movie was not
sufficiently educational®.

The teacher fought the decisicn, but it was only after
Warner Brothers, hearing of the dispute, offered free tickets for
all the students that the Schcel Board revers d its original
decisicn and agreed tc pay the $220 for the ticlots (the ircident
was communicated tc the researcher thrcugh interview, ard was
alse reported irn The Philadelphia Inguirer, March 7, 1985).
Incidernts 1like these car’t help but ta affect the learning
enviraorimert in the schccl system.

Class Acticn Suit

These insensitivities of the school system tco the needs of
the SER studernts, which include the problems with the ESOL Plus
Emersicr program, has led to a class action suit filed against the
Philadelphia Schocl System in December 1985 by The Educatior Law
Center. (Y.S8. v. Schecl District of Philadelphia, C.A. 85-6924
[E.D. PRD1).

The suit represents the interests of the SEA refugee
students ir the Philadelphia Schocl system but began initially as
a response {o three Cambodian youth with handicap problems which
were rncat harndled ir accordarnce with school district regulaticrns.

In collecting the depeocitions from rnumerous schocl faculty,

commuriity leaders, SER students and their parents, the Education
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Law Center uncovered an array of problems within the school
system which match the grievances the researchers discovered in
their own interviews. It was because of the eriormity of the
problems that the GZducation Law Center decided to file a class
action rather than individual suit.

It 1s interesting to note that the school system has riot
denied that many of these problems exist. Yet, they maintain
that their programs are still valid. They admit to spotty
implementation and inadequate follow-up of programs.

However, the schcol district is currently corsidering some
changes to redress the problems. Under discussion at the moment
are recommendations for irtraducing some bi-lingual classes (in
SEA larguages) and Asian counselors (twc, as roted abcave, have
already been hired, althounh the Vietriamese coun;elor at
University City High Schcol was hired long before this case), and
agreemerit to slow down mainstreaming until the student is more
prepared. In addition, there has been some discussicon abcut
creatirg a one-day intake center for the SER students with bi-
lirngual staff to intrcduce the school system ta SEA parants and

children.

Ore of the most frequently perceived obstacles to educaticn
was financial, Mast of the youth worried constantly about how
they would gather sufficient furds for pursuirig their educational
goals abave the high school level. Iri fact, as noted in the
section above, we even ercourtered studerts who feared that they

may ncot even be able to complete high schocol. Far example,
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three Vietnamese brothers arrived in the Urited States in

September 1985 withcut their parents. Their father had worked

for the American military ard for an American bank, but was
uriable toa escape with his sons. The two oldest brothers, twins,
were 19 when they arrived. The ycungest brother was 17.

Although the twc twins were technically too old te qualify for
high schocl, they convinced Kensingtor High Schocl to accept
them. Rl1l ‘*"iree began in the 10th grade (the twins had beer in
the 11th grade in Vietriam).

All three brcthers are extremely bright arnd have performed
academically very well in schoal. Ore of the twins is very gocd
at math and computers ard wants tc go te Temple, follawirg in the
fecotsteps of an urncle who is currently enrclled there. The
younger brother wants to be a high schocl teacher. BRoth of these
boys have alsc beern accepted in a special Temple University
summer pregram  for high schoal studernts furded by the William
Perim Fcocurndation. The problem is, that the initial 18 moriths of
Refugee Cash ARAssistance for these boys expires July 1987 ard
because the twins are considered as "Heads of Househald", they dc
not qualify for AFDC. Urnless special arrangemerits are made for
them, they will have tc drop out of schaol in order to take jobs.

Additioral camplaints are voiced about lack of furding for
training programs. Philadelphia supports twe programs which
receive federal and state furding. Orne, the Refugee Vcecaticnal
Training Center was develcped specifically for refugees; it is
ruri by the Jewish Employmerit and Vocational Service (JEVS) ard is

furided by the Permsylvarniia Departmerit of Public UWelfare. In
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theory, the program is a goeod idea. It seeks to provide training
in woodworkirng skills which should lead to relatively gecd Job
placement. In additiorn, it includes classes in English and math,
which are structured arcund the larguage ard math skills the
workers will need in their job.

The program has several problems. First, it is too short -
each session rurns for 15 week sessions and even that is shertered
by pressure to take jobs befcre the program has finished.
Second, the rarge of skills it offers is toc limited. Third, the
program does not include bi-lirgual staff. Ti.e present cstaff
Justifies this lack by sayirg that most of the trairning involves
learning by watching and deaing. However, interpretatcrs cculd
and sh9u1d be provided in those classes which discuss safety
regulations, arnd werkers rights and berefits.

The seccond pregram which provides scme training fer SEA
refugees is the Orleans Technical Institute. JEVS has been
allotted 25 slats in the Institute which can be filled by
refugees. The English and math requirements are stringent and
many of the older men who wish to take the program carrnct
qualify. Ancther disadvantage is that the studernts only receive
state furnding for programs noe longer thar € months. These
pragrams which can be completed withiri € months do not irclude
training in ccmputers, a popular choice amorg the refugees.

JEVS reported that at the moment, mcst of the SEAR refugees
applying for these prrgrams were rct the yeouth = Lac mer in their
late 20's anc 30's favored the woodwerking program. They felt

that the ycuth had more ambiticus goals, in terms of their

careers, But they observed that the older men — men in their
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late 20s and 30's who were more interested in these prcograms -

had greater difficulties with the Erglish and math requirements

at both pragrams.

Conclusions

1. In gereral, the attitude towards education among most of the
SER ycuth was positive. They all recognized that in America,
educaticrn and training were important for obtaining well paid Jobs
which had a future.

2. However, cur research confirmed that differerices irn attitude
toward educaticn varied with ethnicity, gender and backgrourd of
parents. For example, we observed that SER girls, in gereral,
have a less positive attitude towards education because of their
traditional rcles. Sirnc-Vietnamese girls constitute an exception
ta this patterrn, and Vietrnamese and Sino-Vietnramese, in gereral,
place greater emphasis or higher educatior.

Not urnsurprisingly, parernts with more educatior, fram all

the groups, placed higher emphasis on education for their
children (including girls) tharn those with less.
3. Our research alsc discovered significant problems within the
schoal system which currently inhibit the SEA students?® abiiity
tae attain, at the least, a high schacl educatior. The major
complaints cited are:

a. Irndescrimirnate age-grade matchirg

b. Inadequate ard pocrly desigred ESOL programs

c. Mainstreaming SEA students intc regular classes

before they are ready

d. Lack of bi-lingual staff cor counselors

e. High inciderce of viclence and prejudice directed

against the SER studert.

f. Gereral insensitivity of the school system tc the
special reeds of the SEA refugee studernt
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4. Students are greatly concerned about the high cost of educaticon
in the United States and clearly perceive this cost as a major
obstacle to pursuing higher educational gocals beyond high schooil.
Students need better guidance and advice as to how to apply for
financial aid, to get cducational loans, and evernn information
about what opportunities are available to them.

S. Finally, through our interviews we alsc came to realize that
contrary to 'reports in the newspapers, not all SEA youth are
daing well in  school. Some are not dcing wel' because of
failures in the schocl system itself which have beer cutlined
abcve. Others are simply ncot good stugz=rnts and should be
recogrnized as such.

Ore Asian teacher wheo is deeply involved with the SER
refugee students classified them intc three categories. The
first are those who are strongly motivated and doing well in
school despite the problems. We do not have to worry about these
students. Then there are those students whom she feels are
already beyond simple help. These are the youth who are beccnming
seriously invalved with criminal activities and severe anti-
social behavicr (see Chapter V Problem Youth). The third group
includes those youth who are "on the edge'. They are rnct doing
well in school, but they are basically good children wha rneed
special attention. With a little extra help, these ycuth cculd

beccme productive members of scciety.
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CHAPTER IV ASPIRATIONS AND £)PECTATIONS OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN YOUTH

Overview

Among the Southeas Asian youth, not everyone was able to
talk about his or her aspivations or expectations, It wasn't
simply that some couldn’t articulate their hopes, but some
actually didn't have any, or hadn't yet begun to think about
them. These differences are important.

In general,w career aspirations divide more along gender
lines than along ethnic lines. Whereas getting a specific job
was frequently the result of ethnic networking.

In addition, we found that parental needs and expectations
cari and dc play a rele in the career choices of many, but not all
af the youth. In traditional Rsian cultures, perszoral goals and
aspirations are wusually viot considered as important as the
ovelrall well-b%eing of the family. Families may develop long
range strategies for the family members which will determine
which sons receive the most eduration and in what field, who will
work and at what job, and whc the children will marry. In our
interviews we found that the youth perceive themselves as part «f
12 family unit more than as individual units. Thus, they
frequently report their own goals and apsirations in terms of the
greater needs of the fzmily. Everi the "problem youth" discusc=d
in Chapter V, despite their rebellious behavior, exhibit tericion

betweeri their concern for "the family" ard their own individual
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Among the girls, nursing ranks high as a possible career.
One of the ESL teachers at Commurniity College whe works closely
with the SER students, reported that many of the Lac girls want
to be nrnurses. Shé speculated that they may have chosen this
career because many of the mothers of the girls had beer mid-
wives. Perhaps they perceived nursin, as an externsior of this
profession.

But nursing is also an acceptable and raspectable job for a
womariy even in traditional Asian society. In addition, many of
the students do well ir math and the sciernces whare slightly less
English facility is requaired, andy nursing as a profession
requires more scierce arnd less English skills. Finally, the
girls alsc feel that nursing is a job which can provide a service
to their communities where visits to the deoctor or hospital by
clder members of the ccxamunity are usually frought with anxiety.
However, many of them warry that their level of English is riot
sufficient to take all the courses which are required as part of
their training. This fear is not urigrounded reports the ESL
teacher at Community College. She discovered that several of t..e
studarts she recommended to the Nursing Departmert were rejected
for this very reason. She was most upset about one young woman
in particular wheo had already received nurses training in Lacs,
but was rejected for further training here. Because the woman
was already married ard had a small childy she opted to take a
lew-paid job as a sewing machine operatcr rather than pursue the
more difficult path of nursing.

Nursing was also mentioried by twc of the Hmeng girlsy, and
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one we enc. catered was actually training at the momant. Some

Vietnamese girls express interest in nursing as well. Related
ta this interest in nursing is an interest in counseling.
Hahnemarm Hospital which runs a special program to train mental
bealth vorkers has already graduated 1 Cambodian womar, 1
Vietnamese woman and is currently training a Lac and Hmong man.

We &also discovered interest in nursing among the Cambodian
community. One Cambodian yourig womar,, who wants to be a rurse,
first said that she wanted to be a teautician, a career her
mother was erncouraging her to pursue. It was only after speaking
mcere to us than she confessed that she really wanted tc be a
nurse,

Beauty schocl or cosmetclogy, howcver, is another popular
career cheoice for Southeast Asian girls. Some of the
Fhiladelphia high schools provide combination training courses

where students can get both thair cosmetology certificate arnd

high school degree at the same time. Ling, a rather tough and
punky 1looking Vietnamese girl is following this course. Ling’'s
exterior harshness belies her kind disposition, but it reflects

her acculturatiorn %o the predominantly Black and working class
envirormert of her scheool. Other giris, like ¥Xiong, a young
married Hmong woman, took a separate training course after she
graduated from high school. Whent we spoke with her, she was in
the midst of studying for her state exam.

Or the whale, Sinc-Viet: nese girls have more ambiticus
aspirations. They want to go te college and to pursue
employmert which would give them both money ard a high status

pasiiicr. Ore girl at Temple University wants toc become a
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phérmacist. Other popular choices include medicine (both
doctoring and nursing), omputer science, and other kinds of
sciences.

Sometimes the role of the parents in the cheoice of career aor
Job is apparent. For example, in ane Sino-Vietnamese family, the
father has future plans to ocpert up a restaurart. To prepare for
this day, h~» is e.couraging his childrern to acquire skills which
cari be applied tc the restaurant industry. For example, daughter
#4 atterds business school, and son #2 is being encouraged to
learn cooking. Daughter #2 is alsc expected to S. udy accodnting
or some other kind of busirness skill.

Conflict has developed, hdwever, because daughter #3
desparately wants to become a photo-journalist, and is pursuing
photography courses at Cominunity College. Her father, to this
credit, has @allowed har to take these courses. But we suspect
he is hoping that, irn the ernd, she will help with the business.
She has already worked part-time in Chinese restaurants in
Chinatown for several years, and is well acquainted witih the
restaurant business.

ODther kinds of jobs mentioned (although they deoer't really
represent aspirations as muchk as what they do when they have to
get work) include restaurant work, factory work, garment industry
work (i,e. sewing machire operators), and houseclear.ing. There is
& retwork in Chiratown which pravided work not only for Sirio-
Vietriamese ycuth, but for other ethrac groups as well. The
growing number of Vietnamese restaurants also provides mecre jobs

for Vietname .e youth.




There are also certairn factories which have begun t= employ
Azians, and once one is there and does well, they help their
friends get Jjobs. Many Hmong girle, for example, wark at &=
auto-parts factory called Cadon Industry. The work is hard, but
it is a job. Sewing machine operators are exploited horribly,
but it is a job that requires little English and requires a skill
which many fRsian girls have acquired in their native countries.
This kind of work 1is scught more by Vietramese ard Siro-—
Vietnamese girls tharn Lac or Cambodiarn.

There were always those girls who were exceptional and did
not fit into predicted categories. Ore Hmong girl, for exanmple,
told me quite fraikly that she wanted to be a professional
flutist and a bariker. She apparently loves music ard takes flute
lessons at scheocol. It turned out that her idea of "banker'" was
actually a bark teller, a job which she said she would do until
she had enocugh money to attend college.

Thern there was Mam, a ycunq and vivacious 17 year old
Cambedian girl who began to study Khmer treditional dance while
she was in Khac Yi Darng, one of the major refugee camps for
Cambodians in Thailand. She has sustairzd her interest in darce
here, and travels to Washington P.C. every week to continue

[A

training with the trcupe based there. She performs with her
sisters and brother for Cambcdian New Year and by special
invitation. Mom is bright, ocutgoing and mature beyond her years.
She definitely wants to go tc college and talks about inventing
new dirices as well as preserving the old. She has the suppcrt of

a wrm and loving family who are obviously very prcud of her

They as.ociate with the small circle of Cambodian traditional
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musicians and arti_ts.

Attitudes Toward Marriage

On the whole, Cambeodian girls are less apt to finish high
school, much iess to go on to college. Marriage and raising -
family is still the most important role “or a yourig Cambodiarn
woman, and the majority of them find themselves married off by
their late teens. Marriages are still arranged by parents, even
though parents insist that children can make thoir own decisions.
In reality,; Cambedian yourig womer: are given much less freedom in
their activities. They are restricted tc the home more so than
boys ard have less opportunity to meet young mer on their own.
For example, althougk the Cambodian Asscciation holds Saturday
night darces, they a-e really for married couples ard mer. Ore
young Cambcdian man confided that unmarried girls wha atterd
these dances are considered prostitutes.

Mary of the girls are unhappy about their arrariged
marriages, but they feel helpless. 0One 18 year old girl, a Siro—
Khmer, 1is to be married to a young Sino-Khmer ir Seattle. This
young woman not only has to cope with marriage to a marn she
bar=ly knows, but she has to live far away from her natal home
and friends. She worries that if her new husband abuses her, she
will not have her ratal family to protect her. She <«hviously
feels very trapped ir this marriage. Running away is rict an
option for these girls - whers would they go and what would they
do? Suicide, however, is an optiorn, and love conflicts have
played the major role amorig the few cases of suicide reported in

the Philadeiphia area.




Attitude towards marriage among Hmong girls 4deserves special
attention because Hmong girls traditionally marry young - as
young as 13 - and attention has been focused on the young
marriages still going on among Hmong pirls in the United States.
It is often assumed that parents are arranging the marriages and
are thereby perpetuating a traditional cycle which restricts
acculturation on the part of the Hmong pirl.

While no doubt some Hmong marriapges are arranged, we found
that in Philadelphia the majority are not. Evern in Hmonpg
traditional courtship, girls and bo, . choose their own mates,
usually from within prescribed groups. But Hmong ccurtship is
characterized by its cpeness and flexibility. One of the Hmaong
community leaders informed us that even the most serious taboo -
marriage within one's ovn surname group, can be circumvented by
officially altering one's surrname through a specia¥~ceremony.

Althougk 2ur Hmong informants report that there are many
Hmong pirls going to college fin states other than Pennsylvania),
or getting jobs after high school, we found “hat the cycle of
early marriage still prevails. Why is this custom so domirant?
It obviously has to do with the strength of culture.

hs we talked one Surniday morning with some young Hmong girls,
we raoticed that they kept saying things like, "if I can only
finish high schcal, I will..,."”, or "I really deoen't want tc get
married before I finish kigh school, but I hope I can make it".
It was almost as if there were an invisible fcrce which would
decide their fate for them. They seemed helpless in its wake.

In pursuing this topie, we discovered, nct surprisirgly,
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that they all believe that it is essential for them ta marry.

It is inconceivable for them to imagine vrot doing so. The
are~ial question for them; is when. We were thern told that when
Hmong boys reach arcund the age of 23, they realize that socon it
will be time to take a wife. Whern this happens,; they simply ask
their girlfriends to marry them. Because their girlfriends are
usually very young, Hmong girls, thus, marry young. When we
asked why the girlfi~riends were so young, we were told that Hmcong
boys prefer girls very young because that was when girls were the
prettiest. One of the girls added that girls must be much
yourger than the boys because the girls will bear alat of
children and age more quickly than the boys.

Orie of the problems with this early marriage pattern is that
most of the girls drop cut of schocl soan after marriage. Our
informants feel that scme of the girls they knew dropped out
because they really di.n’t want to ke in school anyway. Others,
though, drop out because they get pregnant, ano it is teoo
difficult both to tend children and attend classes.

Furthermoire, both male and female hmorg informants Felt that
Hmorng mern; on the whole, prefer that their wives doern't acquire
toc much education. Rpparently it has to do with fidelity.
Hmorg mer are afraid that a more educated wife will not be
faithful - although it is still accepted for Hmong mern toa have
more than one wife. Our young female iwnformants told us that
they wouldrn't seriocusly consider marrying an RAmerican, but they
do complain that Hmong boys deoer®t treat Hmong girls as equals.

One unforturate by-product of the combination of these early

marriages which result ir numercus children (Hmovig girls wusually




said they want as many as 4 to 6 children) together with gocd
medical care in the United States, is that these young wcmen are
producing toc many babies too quickly. One agency worker has
noted a» increase in physically and mentally handicapped children
among the Hmong. Arn  even darker side of this cycle are
increasing reports of child abuse by young Hmong mothers who no
longer have the built~in support of the family and wvillage to
help relieve the burder of caring for several yoeung children.

Some of the girls we talked with are clearly trying tao ccome
to terms with living within two cultural systems. They accepted
that they must marry ycurg or else ke considered old maids. Rut
the girls whc have beer here since they were 7 or 8 years old
alsc want to graduate high school, get jobs or even atterd
cellege. They are strugglinrg with how to accomodate these twe
gocals which they perceive as conflicting. For example, they
wanted to krniow whether they could be married and have chiidren
and go to college.

In Hmcrng marriage, it is alsc accepted that wives move in
husbands family after marriage (patrilocal residence pattern).
The Hmong girle we spoke with still think that this arrangement

isy; in essence, a good thing (they express hope that the mother-

in—law will help to watch the children). But, the traditicnal
role of a Hmong daughter-in-law is harsh. Faollowing the
traditioral Chinese mcdel, the new daughter-in-law is expected

to bear a heavy lcad of the domestic chores in the family ard to
wait on her mother-irn-law aino father-ivi—lav. This new geveraticn

of Hmong girls are less eramourrd with this role because they
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clearly have new alternatives.

On the other hand, despite the stated ideal, we observed
several instances of pirls marrying wheri they are ir their early
20's, For example, orie of the girl's who strongly believes that
it is important to marry young has a sister who is 18 and who
doesn't even have a boyfriend. The young Hmong womars studying
for her =state cosmetology exam is 22 and just married. (Her
husbands sister, howaver, married at 13 and moved to BOhio. The
marriage didn't work and the girl, now age 15, 1is back at
Uriiversity City Hira School). The Hmong studying to be a nurse
is not only just married and studying nursing, but she is Eé and
her husband is only 19! Yet despite these examples contrary to
the ideal, the girls we spoke with assert that pirls Hhave to
marry wgen the Loys ask them, because if they say nc, then they
run  the risk of the bays asking somecne else. They, then,
might never marry.

Marriage among Vietnamese and Sinc-Vietrnamese pgirls occurs
later, the ideal being between 20 ard 25. The Sino-Vietnamese
girls, as described above, are quite adament that they will narry
only after they complete their education and find good jobs.,
Among the Vietnames girls, marriage occurs earlier among ‘those
who have more problems with school and with f;nding work.

Preferred marriage partriers for all the girls come from
their own ethnic group. Althcugh, we were told that a few years
agc there had been a shortage of cambodian girls, and a number of

Cambodiari mernt were reduced to marrying Lao and Vietnamase nirls.
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Aspirations of Boys

Amang the boys we fourd a strong sense of wanting to do
something. They had all arrived in America with expectations of
securing a brighter future - sometimes this hope had beenn fueled
by their parents, but they believed it nonetheless. There is a
distinct group of boys who have been sorely disappointed with
their experiences in America {(See section on Problem Youth), but
the majority stili have hopes of achieving success in $their lives
here. Success is naturally defined differently by each boy.

Amcng the ynung men who attend or want to atterd to college,
aspirations wusually rurn to futures in the sciences. Math,
computers, engineering - these were the careers frequently cited.
Boys with these aspirations are found among all groups. the
Vietrnamese, the Lac, the Cambcdians and the Hmong.

It is surprising that there are not more peaple interested
iri business degrees. One exception is Lo, a young Hmorng youth
currently docing a degree in Public Management at Community
College whc will ransfer after he completes his 2 year degree
there. His family background is exceptional - his father,
originally a farmer, had taken a job as an official - a kind of
district representative in the town of Longchieng, captial of
Xierg Khouang Pro ‘nce (pirovince in Laos where majority of Hmong
live). Lo's father had sent all of his 6 brothers to school, and
he, the ycurgest, had beer sert away when he was only 4 i~ 5

years cld to live with a Lac family so that he could begin school

speaking fluer.t Lac. La's father and older brothers were very




active in the anti-communist forces , but he had beern too yourng

to fight. In 1977, when he was about 14 years old, he left Laos
with a slightly older relative to seek a better 1ife. His
father, mother, and brothers are still in Laos. He is a
remarkable young marn exuding confidarce and intelligence. He

represents a new breed of Hmong which contradicts the irage of
the urieducated, hill farmer who finds it difficult to adapt to

life in America.

Other Hmony youth, however, have had less education and
less opportunities than Lo. Yet, we were struck by a degree of
strength irn their community. A riumber of young men have begur

working in va.ious restaurants in Philadelphia’'s young ard
vibrant.restaurant industry. They arez ncot, for the mast part,
working in Asian restaurants; they are woi'king in many of the
trendy, nouvelle cuisirie restaurants owred and maraged by young
Americans in their late 20's and 30's.

Once a couple of them had gotten jobs at these places, they
helped their friends tc get jobs as well - i.e. a network formed.

Some of the men, like Loy, work at these restaurants part-time

while studying in college. Others, like Fang are making careers
of this work. He had basically apprenticed himself ard was
maving up the ladder in terms of positior and salary. The next

step was obvicusly to oper his cwn restaurant - a hope which
boeth he and others expressed. This kird of hope was still in the
future, because no one as yet had tne capital to begin such an
enterprise.

Many Hmong youth who are not in the restaurant busiress, nor
academically motivated, are busy in the waterbed industry.
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Apparently some of them had gotten jobcs makivs waterbeds, and
consequently helped fr ends to get jobs in the 4rade as wellu
However, most regard this work simply as a way to receive a
salary. One yourng man , Xiong, is unhappy at this iob and wishes
desparately to become an aute mechanic. He spends every spare
mement tinkering with his cars (he buys old ones cheaply and
works on them). His English is less fluent than some of the
other yourg men we interviewed, Sut he had graduated high schacl.
He expressed a desire to find some kind of training institute
where he could 1learn the skills necessary tc work in a car
garag=. He complains that garages will not hire people and trairn
them on the job.

Xiong was not alcne in this aspiration. Many of the young
mer from all the ethnic groups who are not interested ir going to
ccllege, or whoa simply dern't possess the skills nrecessary to
atternd college, say that they had thought about becoming ar autc-—
mechanic. Ore might ack, why auto-wechanic? Perhaps being an
aute-mechanic is merely a symbcl of wanting to learrn some kind of
additional skill which will provide them with better jobs, i.e.
Jobs with benefits ~nd a future.

Having a gdood future was repeated over and over agair.
Simply bhaving a job was not erough. The youth have beer here
lang erncugh to know that this aspiration is not sufficient. They
recognize the reed to find jobs which will allow them not just ta
increase their salary, but tc increase their skills as well, sC
that their job will allew them aavarcement. In additiorn, they

lock  far gecod benefits, especially medical bernefits they lack
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when they are off welfare.

Parental expectation did guide some of the career choices,
or even the decision to work rather than go to college. For
example, the young Cambodiarn mentiorned in Chapter III who
exhibited potential in Physics, but who felt strong responsiblity

to support his parents.

In gerneral, most of the boys feel that marriage is something
they will do later rather than soorer. They all wanted to
complete whatever education they could ard to get a gocd job.
Like the girls, the idea of marriage is not questioned. One day
they will all marry arnd have children.

The Vietnamese bacys describe future wives as beinrg
Vietnamese. Mast want their wives tc have some educaticn and to
work. Rlthough they "hang arcurd" with Lac girls, they do rot
want to marry them. The same cpinion applies tc American girls.
Having an Americarn girlfriend is a status symbol for many of the
high school boys, but they do not want to marry an RAmerican. In
addition to cultural differences, they said they have heard that
Americans frequently get diverced. This is a propsect which they

find highly undesirable.

Amcng the youth, there are maryy who are unable ta express
their aspirations and expectations for the future. With some of
the youth, this is more a questicn of their age, and alsc
probably cless. At age fourteen or fifteen, and as sons of

farmers suddenly transplarted to America, it is hard for them to
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articulate goals beyond getting throurh high school.

Among others, the 1lack of (spirations and expectations
reflects se"ious problems, They is a group who simply has nco
thoughts or ideas about the future. Some teachers and agerncy
workers fear that these youth are nihilistic. The total scope of
their 1lives extend on!. as fir &5 tomorrow's party. They
represent part of those youthk involved in the gangs and streoct

life, They are discussed in detail in Chapter V.,

W wish to emphasize that 1ost of what the SEA youth chose
ta do was usually seern in the perspective of their families.
Nene of the SER ycuth we interviewed lived on their own or with
unrelated friernds. We were told of cases where youth have run
away from their families and 1lived alone, or, among the
unaccomparnied youth, some have banded together and live ir houses
in a kind of "family" situatior. Rut, the majority of the youth,
even after they have completed their schooling and begur work,
continue to live at home. Their incomes, thus, constitute part
of the family's total income. 1Ir the families where the parents
were too old or unable to work, and where they only received scme
form of cash assistance such as SSI, this income became a major
contribution to the economic well-being of the entire family.

Patterns of part-time work cross—cut all the ethnic groups.
Restaurant wcrk is very widespread ameng the older youth, As
described abeve, Sirnc-Vietnamese youth in callege frequen:ly work

week-erds or a few evernings a week in Chinese restaurants. The
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Hmong young men bave also found a niche in the French ard
nouvelle cuisine restaurant industry.

But many of the high school students alse said that they
want to find summer jobs. Unfortunately, summer jobs are hard tc
come by, not Jjust for SEA youth, but for all high schocal
students. Some of the rase workers at the different VOLAGS are
trying to negotiate summer jobs for these youth. Our young Hmorig
informant also worked during the summer. Through a friend of her
father's, she worked as a housekeeper at one of the New Jersey
shore resorts. There 1is alsca a thriving seasonal farm }abor
industry in New Jersey in which many SEA ~aefugees participate.
This industry is a separate topic in itself and deoes not
constitpte part of this research. However; it should be noted
that some of the youth, especially Cambodian ard Lac, dec werk con

the farms during the summer moriths.

Conclusions

The youth express a wide range of expectations and
aspirations for the future. The kinds of aspirations divide more
aleng gerder rather tharn ethrnic lines. However, specific groups,
like the Hmong and the Lao, have become associated with certair
kinds of jobs or places of work, and they help their friends tc
have access to these jobs through ar informal networking system.

Their aspirations are clearly linked, but do not always
coincide with those of their parents. Most of the youth had come
te America with high expectations of success and a bright future.

They had left homes to which they were still deeply attached in

order to escape political and economic persecutior. Mary of




their preconceivec ideas about life in America were false ard
consequently, many were sorely disappointed after their
resettiement in Philadelphia. Many also expressed their
confusiori over the contradictions of American society where they
are surrounded by so much material wealth, without the mears tc
acquire it.

Their reasons for disappointment grew from the difficulties
they encountered when they sought to obtain the training and
education they realized was necessary in order to get the better
Jjobs in America. Part of their difficulties 1lay in their
acquiring sufficient command of English. Evers the brightest
youth had to struggle tc master Ernglish sufficiertly encugh to
qualify for the schcols, training programs, and jobs they
desired.

But, evern if their Eriglish were sufficient ard they
qualified for the training, they were riot expecting the firnaricial
obstacles they encountered. The cost of higher educatiorn in
America is staggeringly high - especially when compared ta the
rest of the world where colleges and universitites are usaally
government funded.

In one sense, SER youth are not unlike other
underprivilieged Americans who are confronted by the financial
obstacles to education. But unlike Americans b-rn here, they cre
much less aware of the options and paths available to them.
Thus, ore suggesticn made here is identical tc the one presented

in Chapter I1I:, Irn order tc overcome many of their perceived

difficulties ir attairing their aspiraticns, the SER need better




guidance, advice and help to 1locate and utilize chanrels

|
available to them. ‘
|
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CHARTER V SOUTHEARST ASIAN PRORLEM YOUTH

Overview

Every group has its "problem elzments”. By problem elemerits
we refer to those young people who actively participate in anti-
social behavior and who are not striving for goals which would
help them to integrate successfully into American society.

In broad terms, the targeted problem group is primarily
male. Some girls may be included in this group (usually they are
the girlfriends ¢ the boys), but, <they are in the minority
rather than the majority. The boys are usually between the ages
of 16-24 and arrived in the States when they were around 13 or 14
years old. These are the youth who are having difficultiés at
schocl, some are dropping out and participating in street life.

Vietriamese, Sino-Vietnamese, Cambodiar, Lao and Hmong, all
have their problem elements, but the most serious problems in

terms of crime are found among the Vietnamese. Let us now

explore these youth in greater detail.

IThe Gangs and Gang Activity

In the past year newspapers have reported the appearance of
Vietnamese gangs in California, Texas, Boston, New York and even
Philadelphia which are engaging in serious illicit activities
such as armed robbery, extortion and even murder. This
pheromeriort has alarmed both the local police and the FBI who fear
the development of crime groups organized above the local level
(for example, Philadelphia Inquirer December 30 1986, New York

Times July 9, 1987:20, Refugee Reports 1986 vol. VII no. 8).

People in the SEA commuriity have knowni about these groups
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for some time, but they have been very reluctant to acknowledge
the problem openly. Local police, ror example, have complained
that one of the major obstacles in tackling this problem has been
the reluctance of the Southeast Asian community itself to speak
out. Their natural fear of going to the authorities and their
fear of retaliation on the part of the gang members themselves
prevent them from confronting this problem. Finally, however,
some breakthroughs have been made, and the communities are trying
to come to terms with these youth.

What about the youriy men themselves? Who are they and where
do they come from? Thee majority of those involved in more
serious trouble come from the Vietnamese community. The group
includes some Sino-Vietnamese and some Amer-Asians as well.

Among our interviews were several boys who had beer arrested
and who had gang associatiors. While they were not "hardcore"
gang members, these boys provide a gliwpse of gang and street
life, and the motivations behind it. Many pecple who are working
with the problem youth are quick to point out that there are
gangs and then there are Gangs. Most people feel that the more
serious Bang activity linked with the crimes that crosscut state
boundaries was not yet a major problem in Philadelphia.

For the most part, %he boys come from disrupted or disturbed
homes. Orne Sino~-Vietnamese young mari, whose age is
approximately 25, goes by the American name John. John lives in
squalor in North Philadelphia. He left Vietnam by boat in 1978
with ar uncle, and has lived alone in Philadelphia until recently

whern three younger siblings arrived. John is dirty ard unkempt
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with bad teeth. His right forearm is covered with a beautiful
dragon tatoo. .

John is very vague about his life both in Vietnam and here.
He came from Cholon (the congested Chinese city attached to
Saigon) and had not received much schooling there. He did riot
go to the schools in his refugee camp in Malaysia, and he quit
Olney High School after attending for only one month. Johrn had
been placed in the 11th grade because of his age (around 16 at
the time), but because his command of English was so poor, he
couldn’'t understand any of his classes. He dropped out because
he was frustrated and saw no other options. John no longer
receives any form of cash assistance and for several years has
followeg a pattern of working for a while at some unskilled Jjob,
such as janitorial work at hotels, and then quitting. He says
that he wculd like to get some training in something like
mechanics, but does not have the financial means to do sc. He
alsc still has a language problem. He can get along passably in
English, but his level is still very poor.

Another boy, T., lives with his father and younger brother
in West Philadelphia. The father, a former South Vietnamese
official, came to ARAmerica in 1981 after suffering for six
difficult years in a Vietnamese re-education camp. Because he
had 1lost all of his money, he could not afford the cost of
putting his entire family on a boat to escape to Rmerica. Thus,
he came first. His plar was to send money back to his family in
order to help them to leave Vietnam. In 1983 T. (at age 13) was
placed on a boat with his younger brother (age 11). They

succeeded in reaching America by 1984.
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Their situation in Philadelphia, however, is difficult.
T.'s father never recovered from his experience in the re-
education camp. He is depressed and cannot hold a job. Thus,
depite the presence of a father in this family, the children have
no guidance. The family structure has been turned upside down,
and the children have no respect for their father. It is unclear
when the mother and sisters will be able to join them, and in the
mearwhile, T. is causing his father trouble.

H., a young 16 year old Vietnamese boy, arrived in the
United States in May 1985, accompanied by his older brother.
H.lives with his older brother and an unmarried aunt. His
father, a former South Vietnamese military officer died irn a re-
education camp irn 1983. His mother and other siblings have beern

trying to escape tc the United States since that time, but only

H. and his brother have been successful. He was only 14 at the
time, and his brother was about 16 or 17. H. is plagued by an
inability to 1learn English. He is frustrated in school and

stopped gaing about three weeks ago. He is not a truly bad boy,
but he has already been arrested once for shoplifting and was put
on probation. When he escaped from Vietnam he said he had high
expectations for freedom and a better future in America. The
urban decay of Philadelphia, the hostility of the Black students,

and his general frustratior have damperied his enthusiasm for life

in America. He expresses worry about the future. His aunt (his
mother's sister) is a pleasant woman in her 40's, She means
well, but she is not the boy’s mother. She has to work arnd the

boys are pretty much left on their own.
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D., now age 18, is a Vietnamese boy who arrived in America
in November 1985S. D.y his mother, two sisters and young2r Amer-—
Asian brother left Vietnam through the Orderly Departure Program
(ODP) under its new provisions which allows Amer-Asian children
and their families to leave. D.'s mother had been married to a
South Vietnamese policeman. They lived in Binh-duong, near
Saigon and had three children. The mother complained that her
husband ignored her and they separated. She obtained employment
as a hcusekeeper at Long Binh Camp, an American military base,
and her fourth child, a boy, was the result of a love union

formed in 1969. The father of this child left Vietnam before the

child was born and she has never heard from him agair. She
cont inued to raise her children alone under difficult
circumstances.

She said that she decided to leave Vietnam for political

reasons and because of Vietnamese discrimination against Amer-

Asians. D., the oldest son is clearly having problems. He is
sullen and unresponsive. His command of English is poor. He
complains about being bored in classes he cannot understand. In

fact, it is unclear whether or not he still attends classes. He
says that many of his friends are dropping out'of school because
they carmot understand English. When we asked what they did when
they do rot go to class, he said that they do not get jobs -
they hang out on the streets and in the shopping malls (where
alot of the shoplifting takes place). D. as do other boys in
this category, expresses the Besire to return to Vietnam where he
nad frierds and cculd at least speak the language.

D.'s younger Amer-Asian brother, 6. is a very younp 15 year
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old. He is physically small and very bayish. His English is
better than his brother’s, but still not good. He, too, said he
would like to go back to Vietnam.

The family is clearly having prob.ems. The mother confided
et the end of the interview that she was worried about daughter
#2, who is 20, and who is pregnant by a Vietnamese boy who
abandoned her. The mother was concerned that although the high
school has permitted the girl to continue classes, the girl wants
to drop out.

K. on the other hand, a 15 year old Vietnamese boy, lives in
Philadelphia with both parents and four siblings. They left
Vietnam in July 1983 wheri K. was only 9, and arrived in America
in by March 1984 after having been in camps in Malaysia. They
were resettled rather gquickly because a younger brother of the
father had been in the States since January 1981.

K. is currently in the 7th grade. His commarnd of Eriglish
was quite good, probably because he began his education in 1984
in the Sth grade. Ry 1986 he no longer took ESDL classes and he
reports that he can understand all his classes. K.'s Junior high
school does nrnot have other Vietnamese students - only three
Cambodians. The rest of the students are Black. K. reports that
he "harigs around" with the Cambodians in school, but after school
he seeks out Vietnamese friends from the neighborhocod.

K. is an interesting case, because although he has potential
for doing well, he is already showing signs of problems. He
likes to "hang out" on the streets and in the shopping malis.

His twc older brothers have already beer arrested on more serious
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charges - armed robbery. Brother #1, age 21, finished high
school. Brother #2, age 19, has not. However, for the moment
things 1look brighter. Both boys are on probation for 8 months
and have just taken good jobs at a laminating company.

K's father, a rather young man age 40, had been in the
South Vietnamese army from 1968-1975. He took over mariagemerit of
his owr father's gasoline station in 197S. Rlthough he was not
sent to re-education camp, he had been restricted by the
governmerit for two years. Because of his military connection,
his childrEﬁ could not attend school beyend high schoeol. K's
father spoke relatively good English. He recently left a good
paying Jjob (his words) in order to work at the same laminating
compary as his sons. This job prcvided him the opportunity to
spend more time with his sons and was also cleoser to home than
the previous job. The mother alsc worked. The Vietrnamese
caseworker who accompanied me to this family felt that the father
and mother, although well intentioned, had not provided enough

discipline for the childrer.

Amer—Asian Youth

The Amer-Asian families have special problems. In most of
the cases, the family is a single-parent family. Obviously very
sensitive to the stigma attached tc mothers of Amer-Asian
children, the mothers we interviewed all described the American
fathers of their childrern as "husbands". One such woman, 6.,
bere twe childrer, a boy and a girl, and after it was clear that

her "husband" was not geoing to be able to bring her to America,

she set about supporting her children. 6. never married a
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Vietnamese, and has brought her two children to fimerica with the
hopes that they will have a better future here. The oldest

child, a girl age 17, is terribly shy. She is trying hard, but

is not doing well academically at school. The second child, a

boy age 16, 1is acting ocut his frustration more agressively than

his sister. He 1is cutting school alot and hanging cut on the

streets.

One 15 year old Amer-Asian girl lives with he- mother,
Vietnamese step-father, and a mentally ill 26 year oid brother.
The mwother had apparently conceived her during a liasson with an
American soldier while the mother was still married to a
Vietnamese husband. H. was the product of this union. H. says
that she studies very hard and likes computers, but she still
doesr't speak much Eriglish. She spends most of her time outside
of classes with Vietnamese friends .

Another Amer-Asiarn, 19 year year old woman, already has born
a child out of wedlock in America. The father is Vietnamese, but
he has abardored her. The girl speaks no English at all despite
6 months of intensive training in the Philippines before her
arrival in the United States. She had ne education in Saigon and
does not go to school here. She lives with her mother and two
sisters who are not Amer—-Asian.

Many of the Amer-Asian children are obsessed with finding
their fathers. Caseworkers at the Catholic Social Services
describe how the children beseech fAimerican agency workers at
every point of their departure process for help in finding their
fathers. But the request is not that simplé, and tracing the

fathers is difficult. Sometimes, when the fathers are finally




located the children themselves then have difficulty in actually

coming fTace to face with them. For example, Tommy Smith, whc
goes by his father's name, and his mother, were, in fact, located
by the father while they were still in Vietnam. The father
wanted to sponsor them to come to the United States. In the erd,
Tommy and his mother decided to come on their own as part of the
Orderly Departure Program. Despite Tommy's father's eagerness to
help them, both the mother and son have not yet been able to
bring themselves to meet with him. They have been in

Philadelphia for nearly two years.
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What are scme of the factors behind the anti—social behavior
of these youth? There is the belief by some members of the

Vietnamese and Sino-vietnamese community, that many of the youth

are simply being led astray by "bad elements". Some say that
many of the more serious problem youth were already "bad
elements” in Saigon. They accuse these young men of forcing

their way ontc the {leeing boats by thrreatening to expose the
escape plans to the officials. These men continue their bad ways
in America and lead astray the younger, frustrated teeriagers who
are having difficulty in scheol.

* simiiar suggesticrn which came from community leaders is
Tit % leaders of the gangs are older men. The community
1. rlieve that these men are former soldiers from the Scuth
Vietnamese army who are organizing the frustrated and unhappy
yourger boays.

While there is urdoubtedly some truth to these accusations,
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it does not account for the widespread presence of the youth who
are not part of the more serious gangs, but who are frustrated,
unhappy, are hanging out on the streets, and getting into mirior
trouble. Some of +the answers lie'in the problems with the
school system, described in detail in Section IlI, and others lie
in the disrupted family patterns which characterize the situation
of many of the Vietnamese and Amer-Asian youth.

The traditional Vietnamese family structure is based upon
the Chinese mcdel - i.e. it is patrilineal and lineage based.
The strong connections among male members of the lineage produce
an extended family model. Because male members of the family are
regarded s important links between the ancestors of the past ard
the arcestors to come, the needs and wants of any specific
irdividual may be sacrificed for the greater needs of the greater
family.

This mcdel produces a strong concept of family unity and the
necessity of hierachical order and structure. Disruption can
leave younger family members floundering.

Among the several case studies presented in the beginning of
this section, certain themes emerge. First, many of the Fanilies
of the problem youth are not intact.

Amorg the Vietnamese youth currently in the United States,
many have arrived without adult family members. Parents,
desparate to provide their children with wiat they believe is a
better life in America arrange for their children to leave
Vietriam or boats. Scme children report that they did not kriow

until they were actually on the boat that they were leaving their
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parents. Because children under the age of 18 are legally rnot
able to live alone, they may be placed in foster care hcomes
which creates other problems not pertinent to this study.

Other children, like P. may leave with an older brother. P.
was only 7 when his parents put him on the boat with a brother
who is 12 years older than he. P. 1is surviving, but he misses
his parents terribly. He is now 16 years old. P's brother Iis
unusual in that he married a Lao girl who is alsc here without
her parents. P's brother is a fisherman and spends alot of time
in Louisana during the fishing season. The "family"® still lives
in Philadelphia because the wife has various part-time jobs arnd
P. is trying to finish high schoeol. P is basically a good child.
He is polite, well behaved and tries to do well in school. But,
he complains of headaches and bad memory. He would 1like ¢to
become an engineer but doesri't believe that he will be able tco do
s0. Instead he says that he would like "to fix things".

These children are frequently referred to as "anchor
children". The hopes and apsirations of the rest of the family
back in Vietnam are placed on the frail shoulders of these ycuth.
It is up to them to succeed in America and to bring the rest of
the family over. Trying to bring the rest of the family members
over becomes an obsession. This task is, at best, difficult.
The strain of guilt and anxiety on the children is tremendcus.
Rlterratively, many of the children suffer anger at their parents
who put them on a boat and simply sent them off to a new land
alone.

In other families with problem youth, some but nct all

family members were present. In the cases we 1looked at, the
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father was in America, but not the mother. In our cases, two of
the fathers were dep;essed and unable to work. In one case, the
father, a former military official, had been severely physically
handicapped by the war, his English was poor and he could not get
a Jjob. Tﬁe positions of authority of these fathers is sorely

tested by sons who no longer have respect for them.

Among the intact families there are also problems. Fathers,
if they do work, frequently have to take Jjobs which are lower in
status than the ones held in Vietnam. Mothers who did not
previously have to work are now engaged in low 1level factory °
work, the garment industry, or housekeeping work. Because of the
parents’ inability to learn English well, they nust rely on their
children to help them in the new society. This role reversal
betweer: parent and child has resulted in the parents? lack of
control over their teenage children who disregard their parents
disciplinary actions.

The Amer-Asian families described above have particular
problems. They are almost always a single-parent family with the
single parent being the mother. But unlike children who are
moving from an intact family into a broken family unit, these
children have always lived under the difficult circumstances of a
single parent family together with the stigma of their American
biological heritage. Most of the youth will not discuss any
discrimination they may have suffered in Vietnam because of their
background. For example, when they are interviewed, the youth
report that they had lots of frierds in Vietnam and that they

liked it there. Few admitted that they wanted to see their




fathers. They insisted that they were happy wifth their present
families.

Their mothers, on the other hand, more readily discussed the
problems their childrern faced in Vietnam. They frequently cited
discrimination and poor prospects for the future as the most
common reasons for taking advantage of the program which brings
Amer—-Asians to America.

A second theme which emerged from these interviews, was that
most of the boys who were having problems were doing very poorly
in schocl and had bad command of English. These boys were easily
convinced that going to school was a waste of time wheri they
could be doing more interesting things such as "hanging out" with
their frierds.

The third theme to emerge was the constant reminder of the
frustration and disillusionment these boys have experienced after
their arrival in America. Over and over again the youth
described how they had risked the dangerous escape routes in
order tco pursue freedom and a better life. It doesn't matter
whether or not they really understood these goals - it is what
their parents told them. The result is that they are terribly
cisappointed in what they have found here.

All miss Vietnam terribly - the anguish shows visably in
their faces whenn they talk about "home". For some, the
disappcintment challenges them tc succeed. For others, their
disappointment is channeled in less constructive directions.

There 1is an intensity abocut the Vietramese youth. They

occupy two extremes along the continruum of acculturation. On
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the one hand, they are among the most successful academically,
and, on the other, they have formed the most problamatic ard

agressive street pgangs.

Both the Cambodians and Lac also have their problem youth,
but they do not seem to have formed the same kind of gangs as the
Vietnamese. The Lao case worker for the Lac MARR is worried
because not many Lao finish high school. He blames the schocol
system for not being able to adequately integrate the Southeast
Asian students intec the school system.

Although the Lao youth are constantly cited as looking the
most "street tough" in terms of dress, manner and speech, they
are not‘accused of serious gang behavior. Yes, they do hang out
and have beern involved with some criminal activity, such as
shoplifting and grafitti. But, the general feeling is that they
have not yet moved on to more serious activities. Lao families,
are in gerneral, more intact.

Cambodian youth, while manifesting problems tendencies, also
have not become inveolved in the more serious street activities.
The Cambodian youth in South Philadelphia do hang cut on the
streets, but they usually do so in groups of four or five. Gne
man  who worked closely with the Cambodian youth felt that their
dress and behavior superficial and represented a lack of suitable
role models. The youth live in urban, ghette neighborhoods
surrcunded by streetwise youth of all types. The youth are
copying Qhat they see around them in their attempts to conform to

American life.
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In general, the Cambodian community still seems somewhat
shellshocked by the traumatic experiences the& have beeri through.
Many of the families were very introverted - going outside only
to visit the temple or friends. The young girls, as mentioned
above, were kept in the house and off the streets by their
parents. The Cambedian families have not yet come tc terms with
the Khmer Rouge experience. Very few observers report either the
parents or the youth talking about it. This situation contrasts
with the situation the researcher encountered in either Cambodia
or the Khmer resistence camps along the Thai-Cambodiar border.
There the horrors of the Khmer Rouge are openily discussed as part
of the continual political struggle which still tears Cambodia
apart.

Pa;t of the answer as to why the Cambodian youth in
Philadelphia have sustained themselves in the midst of tremendous
difficulties may 1lie in the temple. The temple serves as a
stablizing influence in tn= community. As observed above, even

the youth who looked tough and street-wise, immediately became

humble and respectful wher they entered the temple.




CHARPTER VI CONCLUSIONS

What are the conclusions we can draw from this study of éhe
expectations and aspirations SER youth in Philadelphia with

regard to their educatiorn and future employment?

1. The SEA youth are generally optimistic about their lives here.

The majority ara acculturating faster than their parents would
1ike. They have taken quickly to Americar teen clothes, music

and habits. Many express their enjoyment of the degree of
persorial freedom which they experience here.

2. The general attitude among the youth towards education is
positive. They all recognize that in RAmerica, education and

training are important for obtaining well-paid jobs which have a
future,

3. Our research confirmed, however, that differences ir attitude
toward education varied with ethnicity, gender and background of
parents. For example, we observed that SER girls have less

positive attitudes towards educatior because of their traditioral

roles. For example, Hmong girls still tend to marry young, by
age 15, The birth of children usually disrupts any plans for
educatior. Cambodiarn girls also accept their traditional roles

of wife and mother, and we found that certain Cambodian teenage
girls do not attend high school vecause they perceive little use
for formal education. Sino-Vietnamese girls constitute an

exception to the patterr.

Vietrnamese arid Sino-Vietnamese tend to place greater
emphasis on higher education than other groups. Rut, in
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Philadelphia, we found that the Hmorg community placed special
emphasis on men receiving an education. Not surprisingly, parents
with more education, from all the groups, placed higher emphasis
on education for their children (including girls) tharn those with
less.
4. Our research also discovered significant problems within the
school system which currently inhibit the SEA students' ability
te attain, at the least, a high schoel education. The major
complaints cited are:
a. Indescrimirate age—grade matching
b. Inadequate and poorly designed ESOL programs
c. Mainstreaming SER students into regular content classes

before they are ready
d. Lack of bi-lingual staff or counselors
e. High incidence of viclence and prejudice directed

against the SER student
f. Gereral irnsensitivity of the school system tc the

special reeds of the SER refugee student.
S. Students are concerned about the high cost of education in the
United States, and clearly perceive this cost as a major obstacle.
Students need better guidance and advice as to how to apply for
firnancial aid, to get educational loans, and even information
about what opportunities are available to them. We should point
ous *hat this obstacle is diagnostic not just of SEAR ycuth, but
of America’s poor in general. The high cost of educatiorn and the
irability to secure funds to pay for it plagues all low-income
families.
6. We alseo came to realize, that contrary to reports in the
newspapers, not all SER youth are doing well in school. Scme are
not doing well because of failures in the school system itself

as outlired abave, and need help. Others are simply riot gocd

studerts and should be recognized and helped as such.
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7. The youth express a wide range of expectations and aspirations
for the future. The kinds of aspirations divide more along
gender ¢harn ethnic lines. The more educated boys in all the
groups want to enter the field of engineering, math, computers,
and sciernce. Specific jobs, however, frequently become ethnic
linkzd because of the networks which develop. For example, the
Hmong young men dominate those Southeast Asians working in
Philadelphia’s neon-fsian restaurant industry. The Lao entered
the hotel industry and help each other to get jobs.

Among the girls who aspire to careers, nursing ranks high.
The more ambitious Vietnamese and Sino-Vietnamese girls
frequently c%te goals iﬁ the sciences and medical field. RAmong
the less ambitious, cosmetology is a favorite choice. Girls who
cimply must work in order to get money often find jobs in
factories or work as sewing machine operators
8. The aspiraticns of the youth are linked to, but deo not always
coincide with, those of their parents, i.e. both the youth and
their parents wished to see the youth succeed. However, while
both sides agreed that success was defined economically, they did
rict always agree on the path chosen to reach this geoal.
9. We found that patterns of part-time work cross—cut all ethric
groups. Many of the youth work in restaurants while they atterd
college to help support themselves and their parents. We further
found that even high scheool youtﬁ say that they want summer jobs
or part-time jobs during the schocl year. However, they reported

difficulties in locating them.

10. Whatever the youth chose to do, however, is seen in the
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perspective of their families. The majority of youth, ever those

who coﬁpleted their schooling, still live at home. Their incoms

plays an important part in the famiiy*s {otal resources. After
marriage, the couple may set «p a separate household, but will
still contribute to the economic support of parents.

11. In pursuing employment goals, the youth perceive twoe major

obstacles which parallel those perceived in education:®

a. They fear that their level of English is not sufficient,

b. They are concerned about the high cost of past-high schocl
training which they realize ic necessary in order to pursue
particular goals.

12. The non-ccllege oriented youth all express that they want

more training programs available. Whern we asked the young men

wha want to become auto mechanics, why they simply didn't get a

Job at ; garage, they responded by saying that it is difficult to

get training on the job. They report that the available jobs

require skills which they are unable ta learn by t.emselves.

13. Our study uncovered arn important sub-group within the SER

youth - the "problem youth". Rlthough the majority of youth are

full of hope and expectation for a better future in Rmerica,
there is a growing group of young meri engaging in anti-social
behavicor. Every ethnic group has its problem elements, but the

Vietnamese group is drawing the most attention because of its

involvement with more seriocus criminal activities. These young

mer express keen disappointment with their 1lives in America.

They experiernce difficulties in schccl, both academically ard

socially, and are having trouble learning English. They spend

moest of their time with Vietnamese friends - "hanging out" and

getting into trouble.
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We wish to conclude with a statement expressed frequently by
the people we interviewed in the VOLAGS, ethnic and Commuriity

organizations and the schocls - namely that the Southeast Asian

other studies. They all expressed relief that ORR is focusing
attention on this particular group. Many of them had already
rnoted potential problems among this group which could Slowdown

the ORR's program goal of self-sufficiency ameng the SER

refugees.
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