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In anticipation of the arrival of approximately 1,000 Hmong newcomers from the Wat 

Refugee Camp in Thailand, the Saint Paul Public School District worked with the 

community to develop an education program that would specifically address the needs of 

these students. The resulting program, the Transitional Language Center (TLC), was 

established at five elementary schools during the 2004-2005 academic year as a 

temporary solution for the newcomers . Parents were encouraged to emoll their students 

in a TLC; however, not all of the newcomers chose this option. Some enrolled their 

children/students in schools where there was a Language Academy (LA) program or 

other K-6 schools in the district. 

In sp1ing 2005, the district contracted with the Center for Applied Research and 

Educational Improvement to conduct an evaluation that compared the TLC and LA 

program models. The evaluation was designed to explore the following questions: 

1. What are educators' and parents' perceptions of the TLC and LA programs' 
capacity to meet the needs of elementary Hmong newcomers? 

2. What, if any, are the differences between the programs in terms of students' 
language learning progress? 

3. If there are differences, are the differences sufficient to warrant the extra costs 
associated with TLCs? 

This preliminary report describes findings based on two types of data: interviews with a 

sample of teachers, educational assistants, and principals; and focus groups with a sample 

of parents. A subsequent report will include findings based on standardized assessments 

of students' language learning progress and a synthesis of the data from educators, 

p1incipals , and parents. 
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FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS WJTH TEACHING STAFF AND PRINCIPALS 

Conversations with Saint Paul Public School staff show that the Hmong refugee 

children from the Wat camp were welcomed into LA and TLC classrooms. Teachers and 

educational assistants had positive views toward the children and worked very hard to 

help them adjust to their new environment. Most of the teaching staff in both programs 

had had long involvement with the Hmong community and were very knowledgeable 

about working with English language learners, the Wat camp conditions, and the 

challenges newcomers face . Although all of the teachers were clearly well-qualified to 

work with the Hmong newcomers , key programmatic differences emerged in the data that 

indicate that each model has particular strengths and challenges. This summary will 

focus on these differences through the reporting of the following themes: a) the program; 

b) the children; c) language and learning; d) team teaching; e) culture in the cmriculum; 

f) interaction with peers; g) parental involvement; and h) professional development. 

The Program 

The key differences between the TLC and LA programs were that the TLCs had 

bilingual staff members, two teachers assigned to each classroom, and Hmong 

newcomers made up the student body. In the LA program, bilingual staff were not always 

available and the Hmong newcomers were the minority in multilingual classes. In the 

LA classes, there were small clusters of Hmong newcomers in multilingual classes or 

single Hmong children in the multilingual classes. 

The interview data with LA staff showed that it was difficult to plan for the 

integration of the Hmong newcomers in the LAs, because the assumption was that they 

would be mostly enrolled in TLC programs. One LA teacher said, "They literally just 
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kind of dropped out of the sky .. .I mean we pulled it together in just a matter of a week or 

two." The outcome of this was that the LA classes were generally unable to tailor any of 

the curriculum or instruction to the needs of the Hmong newcomers at the outset due to 

little bilingual support and lack of prior notice. In fact, some of the other LA students 

had to make up for this gap. One teacher said that a bilingual Hmong child in her 

classroom did so much interpreting that the teacher felt she should be paid for her work. 

Due to these challenges, the LA staff used pull-out services where "survival English" was 

taught as well as basic literacy skills. One LA principal said that these procedures were 

really helpful "instead of just putting them right in the mix of schooling because they 

struggle with both trying to figure out their environment and then also trying to learn." 

She recognized that "it's just almost impossible to learn" when the children are placed in 

LA classes without these pull-out services . This p1incipal, however, went on to say that 

she believed the inclusion model they used did "provide a lot of supp01t to all the 

students in the class," not just the Hmong newcomers, and that it was such a "ii ch 

environment" for learning. She thought it would be much harder to be in a class made up 

entirely of newcomers . 

The data revealed no instances of pull-out services in any of the TLCs during this 

first year. One TLC teacher empathized with the teachers in the LA settings because they 

have "one kid so far [behind] that he or she doesn't know anything that's going on when 

the teacher has the responsibility with the other 20 children." The same TLC teacher 

pointed out that the LA Hmong newcomers "would just be lost without suppo1t with the 

language . .. support with the ELL teacher or bilingual support." There were many 

instances of TLC principals and teachers showing a great deal of p1ide in the TLCs as 
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well as excitement about the opportunity to work in one. TLC staff often cited their 

school's many years of experience with immigrant children and families. One principal 

noted that while other principals said they had to "get used to" immigrant children and 

families, 

I would always say, "Send them to us." That's the reputation we have and we 
were the first to step forward. We wanted to lead and voted as a staff. Ninety-two 
percent voted that we wanted those children to come to our school and we went 
after them as far as recruiting the same way Mayor KeJJy did. 

However, one LA site was proactive. The teachers reported going to the 

administration of the school and saying "If any kids come from the camp, we want them 

in this room." This action resulted in one teacher from this site having tlu·ee Hmong 

children in the same classroom. The teachers in this classroom reported that the children 

bonded and supported each other. One example of how this support occurred was when 

the class discussed books. When the teachers said "turn and talk to your partner about 

the book, they had the opportunity to turn to another I-Imong speaking student." 

The teachers at this site did express concern about how well the LA model would 

work with older children but for the younger ones, they think "it works beautifully" 

because the children can be part of the whole community. The assumption was that 

integrating a newcomer into the earlier grades was easier due to the fact that all children 

were developing basic literacy skills. Interestingly, a TLC principal was surprised to 

observe that their model seemed to work better with older children - fourth, fifth and 

sixth graders. She noted that the older children seemed to understand why they were in 

school, perhaps due to prior schooling experiences. The younger children, on the other 

hand, "were so used to just running and playing and jumping ... we had two little boys 

who went out to play and they ran home." 
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Many TLC teaching staff members mentioned bilingual support as the feature of 

the program that was particularly good for the Hmong newcomers because "they're very 

smart kids ... you know ... but, the only thing is, they lack the language. Over the course of 

the academic year, staff in the TLC were supposed to gradually reduce the amount of 

Hmong spoken in the classroom. Most teachers agreed that this was an important way to 

prepare the newcomers for the following year when bilingual support would not be 

guaranteed. But one TLC teacher was frustrated by her Hmong speaking colleague, an 

ESL teacher, who continued to use Hmong for basic instructions and interactions through 

the end of the school year. Another teacher said their program was "bilingualish" but she 

was uncerta in exactly how and when to use Hmong in ways th at reflected best practice. 

She said, "I don't know about the bilingual piece." She would have liked more training 

in that, "in terms of what really is best." 

One challenge the district faced was the fact that the Hmong newcomers arrived 

at different times during the year. The TLCs dealt with this through the help of the EAs 

who worked on some of the "basic stuff" so that the students arriving late to the program 

could catch up. One quote that reflected many TLC teachers' concern was the following: 

If they all came at the same time in September, I think we would be in pretty 
good shape right now ... but kids came late November. . . December and then even 
January ... February ... and then in April. .. you know you have to work ... you have 
to pull those kids aside so you have a little more time to work with them ... with 
their fami ly. 

Teachers expressed the feeli ng of having to "start all over again" with the curriculum 

each time a new child arrived. 

Many of the TLC staff members felt that it would be beneficial for students to 

have the opportunity to stay in the TLC for another year, particularly those who anived 
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late. One educational assistant (EA) believed that it would be good to keep the Hmong 

newcomers for many years in self-contained classes, or in a program where they could be 

together for half of the day. He said that if they were put in with "regular" kids they 

would be shy and risk not being understood by peers and the teacher. One TLC teacher, 

however, felt the children were relying too much on native language support and they 

were ready to be in a more monolingual environment. She thought this would be good 

for developing their Engli sh skills because students were using Hmong "as a crutch more 

than they actually needed it." Another TLC teacher said that her students were also ready 

for the LA setting, not the mainstream class . Her reason was that she felt that her 

students had enough social language and were ready for more academic challenges 

despite the fact that they were far from being at grade level. She wonders if they would 

have learned more English if they had shared a classroom with students that spoke 

English. 

The Children 

The LA and TLC teaching staff members (i.e., ESL teachers, grade-level teachers 

and educational assistants) were all very pleased to have had the opportunity to welcome 

the Hmong children from the Wat into their classrooms. Many shared that they had had 

newcomers with limited formal schooling in their classrooms before and that this type of 

learner was not a surprise to them. They all actively sought out information about the 

children with regard to prior schooling and Hmong or Thai literacy skills. However, the 

two program models differed in how the teaching staff described the Hmong newcomers. 

While staff from both programs told about the newcomers' challenges, those from the 

TLCs, particularly the EAs, had many more details about the struggles of specific 

7 



children (e.g., social isolation, unfamiliarity with food, suspected learning disabilities), 

showing close attention to individual children in the classes . All of the TLC teachers also 

told lengthy and detailed stories about individual children. The LA staff who did not 

speak Hmong were also concerned about the children, but their stories lacked details and 

depth . They noted that the Hmong newcomers were "in shock" but were not able to tell 

about the child's specific worries, stressors or their eventual transition. 

Particularly salient in the conversations with the staff from both programs were 

the differences in how they described the children. While both programs mentioned the 

initial adjustment challenges, the TLC teaching staff generally described the children as 

bright and vivacious. Examples of their descriptions of the children are as follows: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

"It's just really a very loving, loving little group." 

"I would say they were eager learners ." 

"When they came to us they were very eager to learn." 

"Some of the children came in very well grounded ... happy . . . smiley. Some 
were a little more leery." 

"They learn quickly and are willing to do just about anything for you . 
They're very complacent and very easy to work with." 

"I've had an amazing year. These kids are very respectful. They respect 
others, adults, themselves ... " 

''I'm surprised at how fast and well they have adapted ... You will never be 
able to tell that they were newcomers ." 

"We never thought we were gonna come this far for sure." 

• "They love to learn new things. They love to share and they ... love me ... they 
love the teacher who is also in there with me." 

• "They ask for homework. A lot of them ask if they can sleep over at school. " 
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• 

• 

"Well. . . they're incredible. That's the single word that I can use to describe 
them. They are very kind children and they j ust want to learn and they want 
to be here and they' re really refreshing." 

"They're so vivacious ... fu nn y . . . in many ways typical kids." 

The data from the staff at the LA sites were quite different. They often described 

the Hmong newcomers as shy and fea rful. Examples of these descriptions are the 

following: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

"Very shy . . . very reserved . .. real fri ghtened ... real afraid." 

"They seemed more .. . hmm ... a Jittlejust overall . . . a little more hesitant. .. a 
li ttle Jess willing to take risks. I didn ' t notice many kids who were initially 
kind of outgoing." 

"I mean ... they're terrified of a ton of things and bewildered." 

"A stress on me was the fac t that they were so anxious and stressed . .. because 
they had no idea what was going on here." 

"One little girl [interacted with peers] but the other two did not. They were 
still kind of loners ." 

When one teacher brought a Hmong student back to visit the class, the lone 
newcomer "was so relieved. Her face just lit up because they knew each other 
from the Thai camp. " 

"They don' t feel comfortable or they don ' t have much confidence. Then they 
are just kind of learning from the inside and not talking." 

One LA site, where there was consistent and abundant Hmong EA involvement, 

described their Hmong newcomers a little differentl y from the others : 

• 

• 

"Similar to the students - just any child at that age ." 

"They like to play and they like to talk with their friends .. . and (laughing) 
they' re .. . you know . .. enthusias tic about trying things out and using new 
materials." 

These descriptions seem to be much more like the TLC descriptions of the children, 

possibly due to the Hmong EA support. 
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Language and Learning 

The difference in native language support between the programs is a key 

distinguisher. Clearly, the TLCs were structured to provide this while bilingual support 

in the LAs was not assumed. The lack of bilingual staff in the LAs manifested as slow 

hiring of EAs, failure to place children with bilingual teachers, and siphoning off of 

Hmong EA resources to address the needs of other children perceived as more needy. 

One teacher said, "I was really frustrated when the Hmong kids came. I was happy to 

have them, but for the longest time we had no interpreter." On the other hand, when 

there was bilingual staff available for generous portions of the day in a LA, then the staff 

was much more confident that language and content learning were progressing normally. 

The effect of having bilingual support on the children was dramatic, as reported 

by both the TLC and the LA staff. One EA said that the native language helped the 

children "feel confidence that even though they don't understand ... we can explain to 

them in their own language and help them." This EA went on to say that when "they 

have their own language, they learn better or they're quicker in another language." A 

TLC teacher said that it was very important to maintain their native language and that 

Hmong children, in reference to the Hmong language, "tend to lose a very good thing." 

Another TLC teacher said the children's native language was "respected by using 

it. .. being able to use it. .. being able to speak freely in it and ask questions in it." 

There was some tension among TLC staff, however, around language use. A 

Hmong teacher said that she knew she needed to move into speaking more English, but 
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that if she did that, "anyone could be their teacher" and the benefit of having a Hmong 

teacher seemed to be diminished. She went on to explain this tension: 

I've pondered over it. .. you know .. .I speak to other colleagues and we . . . we kinda 
feel like we're . . . hmmm .. .I don't know what's the word to explain ... but it 
feels .. . feels bad ... you know that. .. well why are they saying this and why .. .I 
mean the purpose is to help these kids. 

She feels that it is important to use the native language to teach the concept, and then 

later "the language will come," so the policy to ease out of Hmong into English seemed 

difficult to abide by for her. A Caucasian ESL teacher rninored this sentiment. He said, 

"I think we could have done the whole year in Hmong and it probably . .. they would have 

been speaking English even if we didn't say "Let's speak English" they would have been 

speaking Engli sh. Everything they' re learning in Hmong is helping them." The principal 

at this TLC noted that there was a big difference between the amount of Hmong that was 

spoken at the beginning of the year and the end of the year. She said that the children 

could "virtually function with very little Hmong" by the end of the year, but that Hmong 

was still used when teaching key concepts . 

Although native language support in LA classrooms was irregular, one teacher 

noted that when Hmong staff members were present, children would engage in the 

classroom ac ti vities more. He observed that when Hmong staff would talk with the 

children about the camp, or show pictures from the Hmong news, the children "would 

just talk up a blue streak," something that is possible to do only in the native language, 

given the students' low level of English proficiency. Not only did the students talk more 

when given an opportunity to interact with a Hmong adult, but native language support 

helped learn ing as well. For example, an ESL teacher at a LA school noted that it would 

be good to do higher level questions and research with a big project, but that this was 
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only possible with native language support. She said the EAs "are excellent at like 

conveying concepts in Hmong and kids ask questions." 

Across programs, it seems that the Hmong and Thai languages, when used, were 

used in the oral (i.e., speaking and listening) modes. Some TLC classrooms, at the older 

levels with students who had some prior schooling, used the children's written language 

periodically. It seemed that when the native language was used, it was used to instruct, to 

explain and to clarify with the ever present push toward more and more English language 

comprehension and use. Teachers reported the concern that there were few bilingual 

materials in any of the classrooms and some teachers complained that there were not 

enough low-level materials for developing literacy in English. TLC teachers embellished 

the reading curriculum by making their own materials (e.g., pictures linking to words). 

Overall, teachers in the TLCs felt very supported by the ELL district office in terms of 

resources. One teacher in particular liked the Rigby cmTiculum for teaching reading. A 

couple of LA teachers voiced the concern that district materials that would have helped 

their Hmong newcomers did not often find their way to the schools. 

The principal of one TLC, which was to become a LA, was very aware of a 

number of successful language teaching techniques with the Hmong newcomers. This 

caused her to note the need for additional materials such as listening centers, vocabulary 

cards, picture cards, and digital cameras. The digital cameras were used in a number of 

ways, but one example was a TLC class that created a book of pictures of the children 

doing different activities which was then turned into a language learning tool. 

An important part of any program designed to teach content through a new 

language and vice versa is the degree to which this task is carefully planned. Therefore, 
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staff members were asked how they integrated language and content learning. The ESL 

teachers were typically the most articulate in their response, describing numerous things 

they did that seemed to develop English language skills. One explained how she was 

trying to integrate writing and the language of Mathematics. She says she was "always 

thinking about how to get the language in there and how to express it." Also regarding 

Mathematics, another TLC teacher showed great concern for students who were going 

into fourth grade despite to the fact that they were working with the first grade 

Mathematics curriculum. She knew they needed the more English language skills to do 

the fourth grade Mathematics cuITiculum. Another ESL teacher from a TLC said that he 

"kind of lives and dies" for his thematic teaching of language. This means that when 

they were working on a specific unit, he provided many books and activities on the topic 

to develop language skills needed to learn and apply the content. A grade level teacher 

from a TLC teacher explained that they did running records to assess reading 

comprehension skills and that this was one way to account for language learning. The 

principal of one TLC remarked that the Hmong newcomers' growth was what surprised 

her the most. 

However, given the range of experience among with newcomers, there were few 

systems in place for systematically teaching and monitoring language development 

through content learning. This was revealed in the statement, "first I' 11 have to think 

about what that means. Do I have a system for content learning ... and what was it?" 

After some delay, she said, "Ah ... yea ... hopefully I do that all day long (laughter)." She 

believed that this "happens more naturally than you would think." Nevertheless, this 
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vagueness may reflect the lack of systematicity in which content and language aims were 

aligned, even in the TLCs. 

Team Teaching 

This theme deals only with the TLCs where classes were co-taught by ESL and 

grade- level teachers. This quality of the program systematically brought content and 

language teaching expertise together in the instruction of newcomers and was referenced 

by teachers as a key strength of the program. Furthermore, one or both of the teachers 

was Hmong and always spoke Hmong and may have spoken Thai as well. This structure 

was additionally supported by Hmong EAs who were bilingual. As one teacher said, "the 

beauty of the TLC is that I have a Hmong co-teacher and the two of us could teach the 

kids that I couldn't communicate with . For content she would explain in Hmong the 

things that I could never explain." 

That said, however, collaboration was not always seamless. The TLC pairings 

between ESL and grade-level teachers were not necessarily made in consultation with the 

two teachers. In fact, none of them reported being able to meet their co-teachers ahead of 

time. Two of the TLC interviewees shared that their co-teacher was challenging for them 

to work with and that the logistics of co-teaching stressed them. For instance, one 

teacher said that normally "you can take your work home and work on it but with two 

teachers you're going to have to sit down and you have to have a lot of time together so 

you can go over the materials that you're going to be teaching the next day or week." 

Another teacher said that if she were going to team teach again, then she would like to 

have the opportunity to negotiate who her collaborator would be. 
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The challenges of team teaching were explained very astutely by one TLC teacher 

who clearly saw the emotional factors involved in the collaborations that were typically 

cross-cultural and cross-racial. She felt that many of the challenges of team teaching 

centered on the use of Hmong. She said, 

There have been big confrontations about language and how much English to 
speak, to the point where it's very deep-seated beliefs. You've got Hmong 
teachers who have lived the experience and now are put into this program and 
every one of them is canying emotional connections to the experience. Everyone 
is going to deal with that differently . 

She also pointed out bow the non-Hmong teacher may have felt left out of the classroom 

community: 

On the other hand the Caucasian teacher doesn't speak Hmong and that's a 
difficult situation too ... you don't know what's being said. You are used to 
having close relations with all your students and suddenly it's harder because you 
don't speak the language and it's challenging. 

Thus, this teacher believed that the typical challenges of collaboration were compounded 

by the Hmong teacher's own personal refugee experience, and having to process it again 

because of the presence of the Hmong newcomers. 

A TLC principal told the story of one of the Hmong grade-level teachers. The 

principal said the teacher "recalls her first grade year sitting by a little girl... and she did 

not realize until her second grade year that she did everything that little girl did, even 

write that girl's name at the top of her paper. She was the only [Hmong] child in the 

class." This brief story characterizes the sad memories many of the Hmong teachers may 

have had about their early experiences in United States' (U.S.) schools where they spent 

many, many months not comprehending anything. Understandably, these feelings 

informed their decisions around which language to use. 
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Language use at the TLCs seemed to be a point of contention among many of the 

teachers in terms of what was best for the students, what the agreed upon procedure was, 

and what emotions underlay both beliefs and practices. 

Culture in the Curriculum 

Culture is a difficult concept to define and articulate in general, and the teaching 

staff in both LA and TLC program struggled with the question of how Hmong and 

"American" culture were integrated into the curriculum. Many teachers could not cite 

any cultural references in their classrooms with the rationale that they were focusing on 

the transition into a U.S . school culture and academics - "the American way of teaching." 

The descriptions of culture integration in the LA were mostly surface level (e.g., 

holidays, dress, cultural artifacts, traditional customs, setting a table in the U.S., food). 

The data revealed much richer integration of culture in the TLCs. For example, one TLC 

teacher gave a more nuanced answer by explaining that the Hmong language was used 

and that the lived experiences of the children was elicited and honored on a daily basis. 

Another TLC teacher said that the children "are li ving their culture pretty much in our 

classroom" meaning that children are allowed to "be Hmong" in all they do - through 

their language use, their art, their games, their interaction wi th teachers and peers, etc. 

TLC teachers told of how cultures were sometimes compared. For example, in a 

thematic unit on houses, the class built American, Hmong, Thai and traditional Native 

American houses. "That was very interesting for them to do. " Hmong culture was 

included in another class activity when the group made a Venn Diagram about having a 

baby in Thailand and in the U.S .. The teacher said: "that was revealing to them because 

some of the things they didn't understand about having a baby here where the mother 
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takes six weeks off and then goes back to work. In Laos there are certain ritual and 

customs that they have to go through." Culture was included on another occasion when 

two classes made a quilt together with the help of a grant. "Each class wrote a story and 

then every kid was responsible for a square of the quilt based on a certain portion of that 

story." 

The camp experience became part of the curriculum in numerous TLC 

classrooms. One TLC teacher invited the students to bring possessions to school that 

they had from the camp or from home and talk about their memories of the camp. 

Another class did a unit on chickens. The teacher said that "they've all had chicken 

experiences and rooster experiences and they talked a lot about those experiences." One 

class drew a map of the refugee camp - where they lived and where their friends lived 

and the geographical features of the camp. This classroom welcomed the children's 

stories of the camp. This Jed to the children telling the class where there were ghosts. 

The teacher said that she knew that "many of our kids have had tragic, tragic lives. One 

day a student woke up and looked out the window and someone was hanging from a tree 

outside his window." She said that they tell about these experiences "without batting an 

eye." 

In reference to student behavior and culture, one TLC teacher advised: 

You need to be mindful of culture because the kids seem to be from a culture 
where they just really like to talk to each other and sometimes they are talking to 
understand what I'm saying. But sometimes they're just talking and they are 
really vocal and it can be quite overwhelming - just the noise level in our room. 
It's been one of the biggest differences - just to get used to this need to be talking. 
It's just how they are. 

Another TLC teacher was sensitive to the students' collectivist culture and joy in doing 

things together. She told about how one day they were playing Hmong music. "All the 
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girls would dance and the boys were dancing which I haven't really seen before. They 

would dance and sing and they knew a lot of songs." Another teacher witnessed a 

spontaneous group activity. 

We took them to a playground. They have this huge see-saw where you could fit, 
I bet they had fifteen of them in there ... they were all piled on and they were ... 
you know .. .it was like a whole group thing. They were making it go up and 
down ... pumping the thing up and down so they were all working together and 
yelling. They did this for like a half an hour. They were just ecstatic. 

The staff from the LAs had few examples about this type of integration of culture. 

One teacher expressed the desire to have information about Hmong heroes. Another 

teacher said that all they received from the district was a Hmong dictionary. She said, "I 

looked through it. .. I put it on the shelf and there it stayed." 

From an administrative perspective, one principal said that her challenge 

regarding integration of culture "is probably not the Hmong culture piece." She said, 

"My bigger issues are white middle class understanding the value of poverty , um, which 

affects more of our African American population than it does our Hmong or Latino 

populations." 

Interaction with Peers 

One of the often-cited problems with newcomer programs is that they isolate the 

children from peers who have been in the country longer or who were born in the host 

country. Indeed, one of the LA program's strengths was that it brought newcomers into 

contact with peers immediately. Their classes were multicultural and were made of 

children with a wide range of background experiences. These data showed that many 

teachers believed that a multicultural classroom or a mainstream classroom was the best 

type of programming for newcomers. The descriptions of the children 's experiences, 
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however, told a somewhat different story. It seems that in some LA settings, it was 

challenging to always engage a lone newcomer, both socially and academically, without 

native language support. When native language support was present, it seems that the 

benefits of being in a multilingual setting can be leveraged to promote social integration 

and student learning. When this was not present, the newcomer may not have been able 

communicate with peers or teachers and did not have many opportunities to learn. This 

was poignantly described in this story of a girl in a mainstream class (not a LA class): 

There is a girl in the other class who 's from the Wat. She was in the mainstream 
kindergarten. She doesn ' t speak Hmong or English at all. And all of our students 
spoke Hmong and English the first day . . . every single one of them. And they've 
continued to grow from there. And it 's not that she's not learning, but to me, the 
fact that she is not talking is a concern. And then our kids don 't have any 
problem talking Hmong or English. You know ... they're very expressive. It's due 
to the program. I've had many silent kids over the years and I know it was 
because they were self-conscious . So we don't have that in our class and I think it 
was very visionary of the Saint Paul schools to come up with this program. 

Although this conunent was not addressing one of the models studied, it does elucidate 

what may occur when a newcomer is placed in a setting where there is no native language 

support. Indeed, a LA teacher told about having a Hmong boy who "did not mix very 

well with the other kids." 

Nevertheless, the LA model was clearly a strong model in many ways related to 

peer interaction. In support of the LA model, one teacher said, 

I think students have been getting a good combination and a good amount of time 
in the classroom being exposed to all of those English speaking peers and that 
level of academic rigor in the curriculum and seeing what's going on and what's 
expec ted of them and how they should be progressing. And with being pulled 
either to another part of the classroom or being pulled out and receiving a parallel 
or a scaffolded curriculum. I think . .. we've had Language Academy here and 
been doing it this way for many years .. .like seven or eight. So, I think it works 
pretty well. 
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This comment spoke to the flexibility of the program and the fact that it was "tried and 

true." This teacher went on to admit that she could so much more with native language 

support and complained that it was so late coming to their school with regard to the 

Hmong newcomers . Another teacher believed that the best thing about her building "is 

that it's sort of like a little microcosm of the entire world." She said that she "likes the 

mainstream over the TLC. I don 't know that much about the TLC, but I kind of like the 

mainstreaining here. I think they can learn things so much quicker when they are just 

immersed with everything at one time." This was softened with the remark: "especiall y 

if they have other kids who speak their language in the school" suggesting once again the 

potential benefit of native language interaction . 

On the other hand, the TLCs, while engendering close-knit, warm, family-like 

classrooms, did struggle with ways to meaningfully bring the newcomers into contact 

with other children in the school. The students "generally have lunch 

together. . . recess ... but usuall y our kids hung out and stay with their own class and not 

really ... hmmm . . . play with other kids." Another TLC teacher said that: 

There should have been some forethought in how to have our students interact 
with the other kids this year because really there was no time during the day that 
they were ever with the other children. We kept hearing during the orientations, 
"oh, they' ll be out in the playground and they' ll be in the lunchroom. Well of 
course they were but they weren't together. They would never have naturally 
gone and hung out with those kids. It just naturally would not have happened. 
And it didn 't happen. 

Recognizing this as an issue, some TLC teachers organized ac ti vities that brought 

the children together. These activities included establishing a reading buddies program in 

which the newcomers went to a higher grade for tutoring, singing activities for the 

Hmong New Year, and going to the zoo. The fact that there were Hmong children 

tlu·oughou t the school facilitated activities such as these in the TLC schools . Obstacles to 
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doing more of these types of activities were pressures of testing, not having a co-teacher, 

and pressures to do as much "catch up" with the children as possible to prepare them for 

the following year. 

Especially poignant in the data was one TLC principal's story about how she was 

absolutely "against the idea of having separate classes at the beginning of the year 

because the LA model is a mainstream model." The principal said she agreed with the 

rationale of "focusing our resources" and "saving the whole school from a huge revolving 

door. " But when the principal began to see the trauma the kids had experienced, she said 

the TLC approach "was really the right thing to do ... because it allowed the children a 

sheltered ... you know ... emotionally safe place while they learned ... a new, totally 

new social experience. And so ... that was correct." 

Some TLC staff members saw transitioning out of the program as a positive for 

the Hmong newcomers, based mainly on the challenges with exposing them to their peers 

in the school. One TLC teacher said, "I heard finally that our kids are going to be in a 

Language Academy this summer which I'm really excited about because I think they ' ve 

been isolated long enough." Another TLC teacher noted that she was the only person 

speaking English in the class and that her students did not always feel motivated to speak 

English because they could always talk to someone in Hmong. 

A TLC grade-level teacher shared that "a lot of parents were concerned that just 

having them with students from ... the camp would decrease their chance of learning more 

English" due to lack of contact with English-speaking peers. This teacher said that the 

TLC "needs to think about this because parents expressed that concern." 
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Worth noting was the report by one TLC teacher that at her school, some teachers 

seemed to react negatively to the program and the children. The teacher said that she 

"sensed that there was a separation." They called the Hmong children "your students" as 

if they were not part of the school and "the buzz in the school was that our children 

needed to be tamed." So, the way the program was set up seemed to not only separate the 

Hmong children from other children in the school , but separated the program from the 

school at least in the eyes of some. 

Parental Involvement 

The TLC and LA staff both made efforts to reach out to parents. Efforts were far 

more successful, however, when personal contact with patents was made by a Hmong 

speaker and when transportation was provided for the parents to come to conferences or 

school events. One glitch in transportation happened when a TLC sent taxis to pick up 

parents, but they didn't take the ride because they were afraid. Another glitch happened 

when many parents, due to their distrust of the government, did not give their official 

address to the school, which complicated bussing for the children a great deal. Both 

problems were solved by additional ca lls home by Hmong staff. 

Written notes home seemed less successful because many of the parents were not 

print-literate in Hmong. However, in reference to things parents need to send back, one 

teacher said "It's aII coming back whether in Hmong or English" indicating that parents 

often were able to use print-based materials in Hmong and English. Some of the TLCs 

had ESL classes for parents during the school day, thus faci litating parents' regular visits 

to the classroom, as well as attendance at assemblies . The TLC teachers interviewed said 
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that they had between 90% and 100% parent turnout to conferences due to good 

communication between the Hmong staff and the families. 

The TLC staff had many examples of parent involvement besides parent-teacher 

conferences: 

• They attended the PTO, presentations on school policies, the Hmong New Year 
celebration, and "showcases," which are a type of assembly. 

• They came to see the murals that two TLC classrooms made . 

• They attended Family Literacy Nights and learned about the school's approach to 
teaching reading. 

• They shopped at school garage sales . 

A TLC teacher said that "with the number of Hmong staff here it would seem like they 

would be able to walk right into the school." This comfort level was reflected in the 

comment from a TLC principal when she noted that the Hmong parents seemed "more 

assertive" and that their "body language is different from our other Hmong parents." A 

teacher at another TLC said that they had a parent room at school with a Hmong staff 

member who knew the families. She said, "I don't k11ow what schools do without those." 

A TLC principal mentioned three programs that brought parents to school. One 

was a Saturday program for new immigrants and was designed to help families connect 

with mental health and community resources. Others were an adult education program 

and a family literacy evening program. The programs served the parents from the Wat in 

particular because they focused on adult literacy and workplace English skills. 

A teacher at the LA site with substantial Hmong language support told about 

Hmong parents coming to school and, through an interpreter, thanking the teachers, "but 

right away they had questions and they had comments and told about what happened at 
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home. And I really felt that they came thinking school was a place for them to do that. .. 

maybe it was because of the phone calls." At another LA site, the principal noted that 

parents were very interested in knowing how they could help with their children's 

education. She said they wanted to know, in particular, if there were any discipline 

problems because they felt they could help with that. 

An EA at a TLC mentioned that parents said, "Oh, we are happy to have the 

program and you involved in the program because you help us [and] our children a lot. 

You can help [them learn] to read and write." One teacher described how her co-teacher, 

who is Hmong, made hundreds of calls to parents. Another non-Hmong teacher 

expressed gratitude to the EAs who "have really established the relationship with the 

parents because the EAs are the ones that call. We're in the classroom teaching and 

they're the ones that really are the liaison with the home ... if it's shots or transportation 

or illness or anything." A TLC principal recognized that it was probably frustrating for 

the non-Hmong teachers "to not be able to make that connection" with the fam.ilies. 

It was clear that the TLC teachers who were not Hmong seemed to have far less 

interaction with the parents due to the fact that they did not speak Hmong and because 

they had colleagues who were Hmong and communicate with parents more easily. But, 

this does not imply that the non-Hmong teachers did not engage in any issues related to 

parents. One TLC teacher (non-Hmong) told a lengthy story about a child who was 

determined to have ADHD and about the process of convincing parents to put him on 

medication, a surprising outcome in Hmong culture. She told of how the father, who had 

hearing loss, came to school everyday and saw that the children were very well behaved, 

better than at home. He came to trust the teachers and was able to prevail in his 

24 



agreement to medicate his son for ADHD in the face of opposition from a household of 

farnily members who were against it. The teacher tells about how the "the morn was 

really angry at us for a while but now she seems to be coming around. It's been the most 

powerful parent-school interaction that we've had because we spent so much energy and 

time with the parents." 

The staff from the TLCs were aware of the negative reception the TLCs had at the 

beginning of the year, due in large part to a negative article in the Hmong Times. The 

negativity seemed to center around the TLCs "segregating" the newcomers, and that this 

was a poor pedagogical practice for inunigrant children. But one principal noted that thi s 

perception seemed to turn around completely. She attributed the success of the TLC 

program at her school to the fact that the Hmong parents came to trust the school. She 

said that many parents came to her and said "I want a TLC; I don't want the other 

programs." This school feared that many families would leave and went to great lengths 

to explain how they would be transitioning to the LA model the following year. While 

one child was going to leave due to housing issues, the principal was delighted that the 

parents chose to keep their children at the school, showing further evidence of trusting 

the staff. She said that thi s happened because of their constant cornn1unication . 

The TLCs had more resources to c01mnunicate with parents than the LAs, but this 

is not to say that the LA parents could not have been invited to school for more than 

conferences, assemblies and celebrations. There was no mention from any of the staff 

about including Hmong parents in the learning of their children or as cultural experts who 

could contribute to their children's forma l education . 
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Professional Development 

For the most part, the staff reported prior experience with English language 

learners and many grade-level teachers had some formal coursework in English as a 

Second Language or were dual-licensed in Elementary Education and ESL. Many of the 

Hmong staff had been refugees themselves, thereby thoroughly understanding the 

experience of the children, and were typically fluent in Thai as well as Hmong. They 

reported taking advantage of district professional development opportunities such as 

"Readers and Writers Workshop" and "Embedding Hmong Culture". Many staff 

members talked about seeking out their own professional development elsewhere (e.g., 

Hmong Cultural Center). To their credit, some of the teachers had visited the camp 

themselves or learned about the experience, including schooling experiences, by looking 

at pictures and hearing stories about the camp conditions. The teachers all seemed to 

have a grasp on the realities the newcomers had just left. 

While many TLC principals complimented the district for selecting many already 

talented teachers to work in the TLCs, many TLC teachers expressed how much they 

learned from teaching in this new type of program. Many found the experience very 

rewarding professionally and personally. One ESL teacher from a TLC captured this 

sentiment when she said, "It has been the best teaching I have ever had. I think 

that. .. everyday I get up and I really for the first time in a long time I really look forward 

to coming to work everyday. I can't wait to see them. They were really exceptional 

kids." One LA teacher said, "I just thoroughly enjoyed working with the children. I 

thoroughly enjoyed working with them and their families." She said, " ... it was really 

hard to say goodbye." A TLC teacher said, "I think we did a pretty good job and I give 
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the district a ton of credit for developing the program." A TLC principal ended her 

interview by saying "these kids are fabulous ... they are a blessing ... and their families are 

a blessing." Another TLC principal concluded with a positive statement as well: "I think 

there's been an amazing breath of fresh air in our building." 

Conclusion 

The following recommendations are couched in the fact that the Saint Paul Public 

School District, the principals, and the teaching staff in both the TLCs and the LAs 

worked very hard to welcome and teach the Hmong newcomers from the Wat. The 

District facilitated the creation of the TLCs, a new and individualized program for the 

newcomers, gave the financial support to develop curriculum, hired twice as many 

teachers as in other programs, and provided training for the new staff. The teaching staff 

members were wholly invested in making the program work. The TLC, as a program 

model, had clear advantages over the LA model due to the bilingual support afforded 

children and their families. Although isolation of the children may have been a chief 

concern, it does not seem that this is evidence enough to discontinue the TLCs for 

newcomers. The most compelling evidence showing that the TLCs were better for the 

Hmong newcomers was revealed in the descriptions of the children. This was hedged by 

similar data from a LA that had consistent bilingual support. The data indicate that, when 

possible, newcomers should be afforded significant contact with bilingual staff members 

to 1) ease the transition to a new country, and 2) avoid interrupting schooling due to 

complete lack of understanding of content delivered only in English. Bilingual staff 

members also serve to monitor closely the adjustment and learning of individual children, 

which is essential for noting the need for other support systems. 
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FINDINGS FROM FOCUS GROUPS WITH PARENTS 

Focus group findings revealed that Hmong parents were clearly appreciative of 

the language instruction provided by the TLC and LA programs. Without exception, the 

parents depended on the advice and suggestions of relatives, friends and district staff in 

making decisions about the enrollment of their children in particular schools. Parents 

commented on the convenience of the schools to their homes as well as the presence of 

Hmong teachers as the primary reasons for choosing to enroll their children in TLCs or 

LAs. Their comments also conveyed an appreciation of the efforts teachers made to 

communicate with them. They liked that teachers sent home papers as well as made 

telephone calls. Several parents especially appreciated that they were able to schedule 

appointments with teachers. A parent from the focus group comprised of Como Park 

(Como) parents also remarked, "Here they have respect for us and for our children." 

Some parents also shared their children's eagerness to learn and enjoyment of going to 

school. As one parent from Como shared: "A lot of my kids cried and the teachers as 

well when they left school for the su1ru11er so that must mean that they are doing a good 

job because of that bond." Parents also expressed pride and happiness in seeing members 

of the Hmong community as teachers, staff and leaders in the schools. As a Hayden 

Heights (Hayden) parent put it, "We are quite pleased to see our Hmong people as 

teachers, translators, and many holding hi gher levels of position." At the same time, 

other parents wanted to see Hmong leaders to do more. One parent from the Mississippi 

Magnet school indicated, "There are quite a few Hmong teachers and Hmong 

professional people at many of these schools. They may have done this already but we 

like to see them pull their strength together and find ways to help our Hmong children 
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succeed at a higher level. The overall reaction of the Hmong parents was positive and 

infused with gratitude. At the same time, the focus group findings point to subtle and 

distressing issues that pervade parents' thoughts about being refugees in the United 

States. This preliminary report will highlight several themes, including those pertaining 

to: 1) Hmong language and identity; 2) problems and concerns; 3) parent involvement; 4) 

comparison with Thai schools; and 5) being a refugee parent in a new country. 

Hmong Language and Identity 

As mentioned previously, parents' decisions to enroll their children in particular 

schools was largely due to the influence of family and friends in most instances, and 

sometimes through district staff suggestions. In the LA focus groups, the parents of 

Mississippi Magnet (Mississippi) and Homecroft students were asked what they liked or 

did not like about having their children together with children of other cultures. In the 

TLC focus groups, the parents were asked what they liked or did not like about having 

their children together with other Hmong children. Parents from the TLCs and well as 

the LAs reported that they prefer to have their children mixed in with other children. 

Several parents expressed concern that grouping Hmong students together was 

detrimental to English language acquisition. For instance, one parent from Mississippi 

remarked: 

I want my kids to go to a school that have more American kids. That way they'll 
have more chance to practice their English and the majority of the teachers are 
American. There is only two Hmong staff at this school. In our opinion, we think 
if they are taught by American teachers they will have better chance of learning. 
Then, if there is any problems the two Hmong staff can also assist them. 
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Another parent from Mississippi reported, "There were a few schools that we knew of but 

since Mississippi was made up of mostly American kids and very little Hmong kids we 

decided to send our children there so that they could learn English better and faster." 

A parent from the Phalen Lake (Phalen) focus group shared .that some parents 

have chosen to pull their kids out of the TLC so that their children may learn English 

faster: "Some of the other parents have already pulled their kids out to mix them with 

other American kids to help with their English." A parent from Como commented, "I 

think that sometimes when they are together they might just talk Hmong and they are not 

learning as much. Next year my kids are going to different schools to get more help." 

These remarks make explicit parents' belief that learning English is better 

achieved with "American" (i .e., Caucasian) teachers and in a school predominantly made 

up of non-Hmong students. Implicitly, these remarks question Hmong teachers' teaching 

skills and English fluency. The Mississippi parent's comment that "if there is any 

problems the two Hmong staff can also assist them" hints at new Hmong parents' 

skepticism of Hmong teachers' English fluency and ability to teach English. 

Other comments convey parents' desire for kids to be mixed so that they can learn 

from and about each other. For instance, parents from Phalen shared: "We don't dislike 

anybody and we like for our kids to be mixed in so that they can learn from each other," 

and "I think it's good for our kids to have Hmong friends too, but sometime it is not good 

to have Hmong children all together in one school. I want my kids to be mixed with 

other races, too." 
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At the same time, other parents preferred that their children not be mixed. These 

parents particularly specified a concern about mixing their children with Hmong children 

who have been in the U.S. longer. A parent in the Phalen group expressed this concern: 

We heard that many Hmong kids are doing a lot of bad stuff at school like not 
doing so well in school, skipping school and running off with other bad kids or 
involving with gang and stuff. I am very concerned about this when my kids 
came to this school which the majority of the students were Hmong. 

A parent from the Como group echoed this concern by approving of the Transitional 

Language Centers and saying, "It's good, too, because they are not mixed with the wrong 

kids that came here alTeady that are bad." 

When asked if they wanted their children to know how to read and write in 

Hmong, the parents overwhelmingly expressed the desire that their children know both 

Hmong and English. Several parents wanted schools to provide classes that teach their 

chi ldren how to read and write in Hmong. For example, a parent from the Como group 

remarked: 

Many of the Hmong kids who were born here don't know how to speak Hmong 
and even if they know they don't want to talk Hmong. School should have a 
Hmong class that teaches reading and writing for all the Hmong students. Parents 
will need to reinforce their kids to speak more Hmong. Many of us old people 
have a hard time communicating to our nieces and nephews. 

Other parents reiterated this concern, as evidenced in a parent from Homecroft's 

statement: "Many Hmong kids who were born here were losing their language, their 

culture and belief. We want our children not to have that." A parent from Como agreed, 

"We are afraid that our kids will forget to speak Hmong after they been here a while. 

Right now they talk English more than Hmong already." 

Of the five focus groups, only the Phalen group of parents emphasized the 

importance of English as the language of priority. As expressed by one parent, "Now 
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that we are here, everywhere you go everyone speaks English. So I agree that our kids 

should know English first and then once they are good in English they can learn Hmong." 

Another parent made the comparison with their experiences in Thailand. "It's like when 

we were in Thailand, you have to know Thai first to get around. We want our kids to 

learn English first since we are in America. That should be their first priority and then 

after they can learn and talk Hmong." 

Despite Phalen parents' emphasis on English as a priority in their education , when 

asked if they wanted their children to speak and write in both English and Hmong or only 

in English in five years' time, parents in all five groups wanted their children to know 

both languages. Some parents expressed concern about children losing their language by 

referring to I-Imong children who have been in the U.S. longer. "We are scared because 

we see the other kids that came before us and they cannot even hold a conversation with 

us. We want them to know both." Another parent said, "I want them to know both as 

well. I have met some of my cousins that came here before us and they don't know 

Hmong anymore. So I want them to know both." The loss of Hmong language was also 

viewed as a loss of Hmong identity by some parents. "The Thai people said that in ten 

years that our kids will forget that they are Hmong and that our culture will cease to 

exist." Another parent agreed, "Both because we are here in America and we must know 

but we must not forget about our culture as well. " Additionally, not knowing one's own 

language was also expressed as being "smart on one side and dumb on the other." 

Finally, the maintenance of children's Hmong language was important for parents 

because they an ticipated needing children's assistance as language and cultural brokers. 
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"I think it is very important for them to know both. When they grow up they can help 

with the older people like us." 

Problems and Concerns 

Parents in all five focus groups affirmed good experiences with the schools as 

well as gratitude that the school district is interested in feedback. There were several 

problems and concerns about their children' s education th at were raised in the focus 

groups. One specific concern raised by the Hayden parents centered on the distance of 

the bus stops from the children 's home. Parents want the bus stop to be closer than the 

current 4-5 blocks from home. As one parent remarked, "I want the bust to come closer 

to pick up our kids. There might be some bad people out so I would like it for the bus to 

come closer. I have talked to some of the teachers but they said it was out of their 

hands." This fear for children's safety was voiced by another parent after a relative was 

killed getting off of a school bus. "After one of our cousin's sons got killed while getting 

out of the school bus. This scared us a lot. Since then I have to make sure one of us go 

with our kids to and from the school bus. This is hard because we also go to school too." 

Other parents in the group echoed this concern and their practice of accompanying their 

children to and from the bus stop. 

Another specific problem that was raised occurred in the Mississippi focus group. 

Here, parents expressed that their Hmong children are being unfairly blamed for 

problems that arise at the school. According to a parent, "One time the bathroom got 

messed up and they blamed it on the Hmong kids and they asked why. Everyone was 

using it. " Parent remarks on such unjust practices allude to issues of race. For example, 

sharing a child' s complaint, one parent remarked: "There are many other kids of 
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different races. How come we get the blame?" Another parent made race explicit, 

saying, "Almost every time something goes wrong, Hmong children are the first to 

blame. Why not American, Latino and other ethnic groups?" 

The only concerns about instruction came from the Como focus group. Remarks 

centered on the speed of instruction as well as English-only instruction . For instance, one 

parent said , "American teachers sometime talk too fas t. For the new Hmong kids, it 

would help if the teacher talk slow and repeat it again for them. " Commenting on the 

English-only instruction , another parent said: 

It could be th at this school has their own rules for Hmong teachers not to explain 
things in Hmong during class to our children. Because one of my kids said her 
Hmong teacher will onl y talk and explain it all in English. Luckil y he has an 
older sister who can help a little bit. 

Apparent in this comment are students' and parents' lack of understanding and 

information about the rationale for English-only instruction . 

Aside from these specific issues related to educational and classroom prac tices, 

parents also expressed a general skepticism about U.S. educational structures that 

implicitly ques tions the system. At one level, parents wonder if teachers are telling them 

everything about their children 's education and they question teachers' niceties in 

remarks from some Como parents such as: "All the teachers have been trained to talk 

nice to the parents and sometime we wonder if our children are really learning okay at 

school," "Are the teachers telling us everything?" and "Maybe our children are nice but 

how much have they learned and are they really learning at the level they are supposed to 

be learning?" 

The concern about what grades mean in terms of their children 's success was 

repeatedly raised in the Hayden focus group. One parent commented: "We really want 
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to know the facts on the academic part." Another parent wanted more clarification on the 

meanings of grades on report cards: 

They do give us report cards and we really don't know how to read them. They 
only do ABC's and what does it mean? We don 't know how to interpret them. I 
have talked to the Hmong teachers a couple times but they said the same thing. 
They can't really give us a better reason why. 

This concern about not really knowing how well their children are doing was reiterated 

by Hayden parents. For example, one parent said: 

I would like to know how well they are doing. Is this child ahead of the class or 
behind? Whenever we go to the conferences they always say that he or she is 
doing well. But sometimes I see that they are struggling and not doing well. So I 
would like to know where exactly they rank. For example, in Laos and in 
Thailand they rank by percent if they rank at 60% and up meaning they are at the 
passing grade. But if they are under 50% meaning they fail. This is exactly what 
we want to know. 

Similarly, another parent from the Hayden group wanted more explicit information. 

I have three children in this school. There were times the teacher told me that 
he/she needs to improve certain things. But most of the time the teacher says they 
are doing well. I know my kids well and I also can tell who's doing well and 
who's not. I would like to see this be done every month. I would also like to 
know who's the one on the top and who's the one on the bottom. This will help 
us know where our kids are at. 

To help with the problem of not being sure of their children's progress, one parent 

suggested testing and meeting monthly. "We believe testing and meeting monthly will 

help monitor the progress much better." 

More than one parent in the Phalen group questioned structure of grade placement 

in the U.S. As expressed by one parent: 

The school sys tem here in the U.S ., they have based it on your child's age and not 
on how much they know. Also on the documents the child's age might not even 
be right because there is no way to know for sure. Our kids also know nothing 
and have been put into schools with kids that were in school since they were born. 
I don't understand it much, but this doesn't seem right to me. 
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This concern that their children are "behind" manifested in suggestions that schools and 

teachers focused on "core" matters. According to a Phalen parent, 

For our new Hmong kids that have just arrived, we want the school to focus more 
on the main core classes like Reading, English, and Math. Also to limit sport 
activities and play time. We don't mind them and we're not asking the school to 
discontinue these activities but as of now these kids have a lot to catch up and 
once they are at the right level they can go back to their regular schedule. 

This understanding that their children are behind was also expressed in terms of 

decreasing the "playing" in schools. One parent from Phalen remarked, "I want the 

schools to focus more on the important things like reading and writing and cut down on 

the playing. We are new and we have to catch up." Additionally, parents with family 

members with children in other schools compared the amount of homework and equated 

homework with learning more: "Some of my other family member's kids go to Hayden 

Heights and they seem to give out more homework over there compared to Phalen. The 

kids are in the same grade but they seem to get more. I want to know why and also I 

would like Phalen to give more so that they can learn more and keep them busy." 

In addition to the urgency of education, particularly that their children "catch up" 

to other kids, parents in the focus groups also were concerned about other factors in their 

children's experience with U.S. schools and society. For example, one parent wanted 

schools to teach their children to be "good": "Besides learning English we need 

programs that will teach our children to be a good kid when they grow up ." Others 

worried about the bad influences of other children. For instance, one Hayden parent 

wonied that his? her? children "might hang out with the wrong crowd and that they don't 

listen and start to do bad stuff." A Phalen parent remarked: "I am concerned about 

strangers and other bad people that will influence our children for the wrong stuff." In 
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addition , parents from Hayden and Phalen expressed a specific concern about their 

daughters getting married before completing school, such as "I am scared that my 

daughter will get married before she finishes school," and "I am afraid that my daughter, 

when she gets a bit older, she might get married and not finish school." A Hayden parent 

inquired about "classes to teach [their children] about not getting into a relationship." 

Parent Involvement 

Focus group interviews also revealed that new Hmong parents' involvement in 

their children's education is superficial at best. Except for going to parent-teacher 

conferences (when transportation is provided or available), they are not able to engage 

meaningfully in their children's education. As this report will illustrate further in a later 

section, parents conveyed a great sense of helplessness about their ability to assist with 

their children's education. A perceived major obstacle to parents' involvement was their 

lack of knowledge about the mechanisms of schools and education in the U.S . As 

observed by one parent from the Mississippi group, many of the pai;ents had no prior 

formal education. "Some of us have never gone to a formal school and know very little 

about the education system. It was hard to for us to make that decision." A parent from 

Phalen echoed this sentiment in a cogent remark: "We don't know the education system 

in this country well enough to know to tell what the right thing is and what the wrong 

thing is." Indeed, as a parent articulated, because they have had no experiences with 

schools themselves, they really do not know what to expect. "We don't know how many 

programs total this school has for our children. Many of us have never gone to school 

and we don't know the school system well enough to know what a school should have." 

Not knowing the school system not only means not knowing what to expect, but also not 
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knowing what questions to ask. A parent from Como remarked, "Later when we are able 

to speak more English and had better understanding of the school system; I am sure we'll 

have more questions and know what to ask." 

Moreover, parents did not understand some of the particulars of their children's 

education. For example, although teachers were attentive abo ut sending home letters and 

notes-written in both English and Hmong-to provide parents with information, parents 

often could not read the information. A parent from the Phalen group commented: "In 

these letters they are written in Hmong and English, also a couple languages, too, but it's 

just that we can't read these letters." Many of the parents shared that they called relatives 

to help with the information: "We call our relatives to read and explain to us. " Further, 

even when parents talk to teachers during conferences, their inexperience with education 

is a barrier to understanding the details of their children 's education. "At the conference 

they talked a lot about our children 's' school work each day , each week, or every quarter 

but we still don't understand the whole thing. It's probably that we are not educated to 

understand." Indeed, parents' inexperience with schools resulted in a belief that if their 

children are going to school, things must be okay. "We really don't know but it must be 

good if they are going to school and we believe that they are doing well." 

Parents in all of the focus groups were painfully aware that they lacked 

knowledge about U.S. schools and the implications this had for their children's 

education . A parent from Hayden made this insightful comment connecting parent 

support with children's educational success: "Our kids' future life depends on us too, to 

provide them good training, teach them and support them to get there. With that we need 

to educate ourselves in order to give them the right encouraging and support they need." 
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Recognizing that they lack knowledge about the practices and structures of the schools in 

the U.S., the parents inquired about classes to teach parents about how schools work: 

"Do these schools have classes for parents to learn more about the school system in this 

country?" 

One area in which parents in all of the focus groups said that they are not able to 

be involved is in their children's homework. As one parent shared, ''Homework is one of 

the biggest concerns for the kids like math problems, reading and science. Before the 

kids can do anything at all they have to be able to read and understand English first. No 

one at home can help." A parent in the Como group said, "I don't know any English and I 

can't read or write so how am I going to help my kids?" Included in the comments that 

they cannot help their children with homework were also sentiments of anguish and grief. 

For example, one parents remarked, "English is very hard and they scold at us sometimes 

for not being able to help." Another parent said, "We adults have now turned into kids." 

Yet another parent from the Como group said, "What can I do to help my kids with my 

Ji m.i ted skills?" 

Implicitly, all of the schools may be sending the same message to parents-that 

they cannot help in their children's education. When the parents were asked if they have 

volunteered in their children's schools or classrooms, the response from all of the focus 

groups was that no one had asked them to volunteer. The parents feel that they do not 

have knowledge or skills that would be useful in the classroom. One parent commented, 

"We don't know what kind of help the school want from us the parents." Another said, 

"We don ' t write and speak any English. How can we help? We can probably help set up 

and clean up after an event like New Year's or any other event that does not require 
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English." However, all of the parents responded that they would like to volunteer if 

asked. For instance, one parent said, "If they call us and ask for help we are willing to go 

but they have not yet. Also we do not have transportation so we might not be able to 

help. " 

As the previous comment indicates, one barrier to parents ' involvement was 

transportation. This was a concern that arose repeatedly in the focus groups. Parents 

were worried that they will miss meetings with teachers and important school events. 

Other parents shared that they had not attended school events, although they were 

interested. As one parent from the Phalen group said: "For me personally, I have not yet 

gone to any events. We have just arrived and don't have transportation there, but they 

will write a letter to tell us these events and encourage us to come." Similarly, another 

parent said, "I am interested in the after school programs. I have not looked into it that 

much but I remember that some of the other schools have it but they are too far away. 

Since I am new here and have no transportation I cannot do anything. I want to know 

more about it." 

In explicit and implicit ways, the Hmong parents conveyed their helplessness and 

need of assistance. In particular, parents in all of the focus groups wanted additional help 

for their children. As one parent put it, "My child is kind of slow. He does well but 

when it comes time for homework he cannot do it. He needs a few more examples. My 

older kids try to help but they can't do it either because it is different." Parents' ability to 

help with homework was a concern: "Beside English many of us have never gone to 

school to learn our own language, with that we want the school to have a program that 

will help with our children's homework." Summer help was also mentioned in the focus 
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groups. "We need a summer program for our children. Right now our children are 

already behind for so many things. We think if our children have summer programs and 

that are longer than just 3-4 week would really help." 

Comparison with Thai Schools 

One of the questions asked of Hmong parents was about the difference between 

the schools in Thailand and the schools in the U.S. Without exception, the parents voiced 

scorn and criticism towards the teachers and education system in Thailand. Repeatedly, 

parents talked about the schools' interest in Hmong children's tuition money rather than 

their education. A Homecroft parent shared, "We have to pay a lot of money for our 

children to go to school. If we don't have any then they can't go." Similarly, a parent 

from the Mississippi focus group said, "They ask for a lot of money and if you don't have 

it then they will not teach." In remarks about money, the parents also alluded to the fact 

that while supplies and lunch are free in the U.S., they had to pay for them in Thailand: 

"They are only going after the money. The schools don't help with food or supplies and 

the teachers will do anything to get money." Not only did high fees anger the Hmong 

parents, but some also accused Thai teachers of stealing from their children with remarks 

such as: "The teachers also steal the kid's lunch money. They hid their money by 

burying it." 

In addition to differences in tuition and fees, findings from the focus groups also 

revealed parents' dissatisfaction on the overall care and nurturance that the Thai schools 

provided for their children. For example, a parent from the Mississippi group shared that 

the teachers in Thailand "used" the Hmong students. "The school uses the Hmong 

students to help cook food to sell for other students at lunch time." In talking about their 
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children's maltreatment by the Thai schools and teachers, the parents also remarked that 

teachers encouraged students to hit each other: "They also turn the kids on each other. If 

a kid cannot get the problem right then they let the other kids hit them. Then after school 

they fight making them turn on each other." In relation, parents reported that Thai 

teachers used corporal punishment. "The way they discipline was completely different. 

For example if our kids missed a piece of their school paper or can't pronounce one of the 

words the teacher will hit them with a stick." Compared to how they and their children 

were treated by the Thai schools and teachers, their experiences in the U.S . are vastly 

better. "Here in this country they [school] take care of our children much better then 

when we were in Thailand. They provide foods and many other things for our kids here." 

Being a Refugee Parent in a New Country 

Similar to the experiences of previous refugees, the process of resettlement in the 

United States is transforming social structures, gender and generational roles, and power 

relations within the Hmong family and community. Parents in these focus groups 

especially commented on the changes their children are undergoing as they are exposed 

to English and to U.S. schools and customs. For instance, a parent in the Homecroft 

group remarked, "From when they first arrived 'til now my children are different. They 

are thinking differently and they are learning. They are learning English and advancing 

more than us." School has contributed immensely to the changes in children. Parents 

reported how their children used to be scared but now are getting used to things. 

According to a parent of a Phalen child, "My kids are changing everyday because they 

are now learning. They used to be scared at first because they don't know the language 

and maybe it's just that they haven't get used to the new school yet.'' For many of the 
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parents in the groups, children 's change was also viewed as scary. "They change too fast 

and that some time it is scary." At the same time, the rapid ways in which children adjust 

to the U.S. was observed as different than the rate of adj ustment among adults. As one 

parent from Homecroft noted, "Kids adjust to new things a lot faster than the older 

people." Children's rapid acquisition of knowledge was already creating rifts in 

communication between parents and children. As parents from the Hayden group shared: 

"They really don't say much to us parents. They speak a lot of English now," and "If you 

ask them too many questions some time they begin to get irritated." 

The acquisition of new knowledge and skills among Hmong children-much of 

which is still new to parents-is beginning to transform parent-child relations. 

Children's acquisition of English and U.S. know-how-cultural capital-has also 

fostered generational tensions. For example, children are learning about the differences 

and di sparities between their families and other families who have been in the U.S. 

longer. Parents in the focus talked about how kids were " [b ]laming us, the parent, that 

came to America so late. That is why they are not good like other kids." Likewise, a 

parent from the Como group remarked, "One of my kids scold at us for coming too late 

and now he is mixed in with older kids and that he can't learn as fast.'' Additionall y, 

parents also noted that their children "feel so shameful for many reasons." Reasons for 

their shame include material things that other kids have that their parents cannot provide 

for them: "With a couple of my kids they complain about not having enough better 

clothes and shoes to wear like other kids who have been here before." According to the 

parents, their children are also frustrated that their parents are unable to assist them with 

so many things. School work was identified as a key factor of conflict between adults 
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and children. As a parent shared, "One complaint that I have seen is that they might have 

some trouble with their work and they ask us parents to help but we can't. Then they 

complain about that." 

As mentioned previously, these Hmong parents felt powerless to help themselves 

and their chi ldren negotiate U.S. schools and society. They were dependent on the 

goodwill and knowledge of relatives, friends and school staff for decisions pertaining to 

the education of their children, and they were also dependent on their children to 

negotiate U.S. social structures-including schooling. The overriding sentiment of 

parents in all of the focus groups was that of helplessness. Many parents articulated this 

helplessness in terms of "worthlessness." For example, a parent from the Homecroft 

group said , "Sometimes I feel I am worthless because I can't really help any of my kids, 

instead they are the one that helps me." Likewise, a parent from the Hayden group said, 

"Right now we can't even support for ourselves, when the time comes for paying for 

higher education, we don't know how much we are able to support them." 

The focus group findings also reveal that parents have a tremendous amount of 

hope and faith in U.S. schools and institutions. They talked about their past suffering, 

and now that they are in the U.S., their hope is for their children to have better lives. 

Several remarks are worth quoting: 

• 

• 

• 

We have suffered enough all our life and we want our children to have better life 
now that they are here. 

We have lived our lives already and some of us are over the point of no return and 
we have nothing to look forward to. The only hope is for our children to finish 
school and have a successful life. This is the priority for us older parents . 

We know in our heart and mind already what exactly our kids should have in 
order to survive in this country and we want them to go that direction but we don't 
know and life is hard to predict how well and how far they'll get. 

44 



• We are those people that have no country, we move from place to place for the 
las t 40 to 50 years. We never had the chance to go to school and also came to the 
United States . W hen we are old we don't have any of the ability and skills to help 
our kids. Right now we put 100% on the teacher to educate our children. 

One result of thi s intense feeling of Jong-suffering and finally having hope in the 

U.S. is a sentiment of grati tude. Parents were happy for all of the assistance and that their 

children are able to simply go to school. As parents from the Phalen group expressed, 

and the rest of the group agreed, "We were happy that the school accepted our children 

and happy that they are receiving an education. " Parents from the Mississippi group had 

similar feelings. "We are very thankful to have come to this country and to have all the 

Hmong and the non-Hmong teachers help our children." Parents' gratitude, ho wever, 

might have shaped their expectations of teachers and schools. As shared by a parent from 

Phalen, "I am happy when I go to the conferences . The teacher gives us his time and I 

am grateful. " 

Problematically, feelings of gratitude may have masked problems that parents 

should be raising to school teachers and staff. For example, one parent from the Como 

group wanted to attend a child 's conference but did not have transportation. The parent 

refrained from asking for transportation because of fear of being a burden: "I always 

wanted to attend but I have no way to get there and by telling them it's like I put an extra 

burden on them. " Other stories reiterate parents' unease about bothering or "burdening" 

school personnel with problems related to their children 's education: 

• One of my kids was misplaced in the sixth grade when she was really in the 
seventh. She went to school for a long time and recently they j ust took her out. 
We really don 't nlind bu t I just wanted to tell you. · 

• One of my kids got teased a lot because of how she walks . This child of mine 
when she walks she has a gimp and they may think she's funn y and she gets so 
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stressed out over all of this until she doesn ' t want to go to school. I spoke to one 
of my sisters, she told me to go straight to the school principal but I did not want 
to because it might not look good for all the Hmong parents to make such a 
report. The only thing I can do is talk nice to her and will continue to encourage . 

F urthermore, the focus groups also revealed a general fa ith in the system. The 

Hmong parents believed that U.S. schools and teachers will do their best to teach their 

children how to be successful in our society. Their lack of knowledge of how things 

work were allayed by sentiments of faith in the educational system. As a parent from the 

Mississippi group put it, "We don't really know, but we have faith in the teachers and 

that our children will receive good education. We are very happy for them to be in 

school." Another parent from the other group added, "We were happy to be there and put 

faith in the teachers and like what they are doing." There were similar findings in all of 

the groups , including Phalen. "We don't know what the school does to protect our 

children but we put our faith on them to help our children stay on the right path." This 

faith that schools will "protect" their children and help them "stay on the right path" was 

voiced in terms of their belief and understanding of the roles of teachers as parents. A 

parent from the Como group put it: "I wish that the teachers can look after our kids and 

make sure that they are with the ri ght crowd." In a telling remark, a parent from Hayden 

said, "There isn 't a thing that we don 't like. They teach and help our children to be 

smart. We consider they are parents to om children so we have no complaints at all." 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

These recommendations are based on findings from interviews with principals 

and teaching staff, and focus groups with parents. 

Staff Development 

1. Many TLC staff members were able to integrate Hmong culture and the students' 
past experiences in very thoughtful ways. They could be asked to write up these 
ideas to add to the curriculum or could hold professional development sessions 
designed to share their ideas for integrating culture in thoughtful ways. 

2. Both programs, if they continue as they are, need guidance in how to integrate 
content and language learning through an articulated cmTiculum development 
endeavor. English language development is largely assumed through the thematic 
curricula, rather than planned for and carefully assessed. 

3. TLC staff may benefit from workshops in bilingual education so that they can 
make more thoughtful decisions about when to use each language. They would 
also benefit from a conversation about the philosophy of the program and the 
rationale that underpins the philosophy to lessen the level of disagreement around 
language choice and use. 

4 . The Hmong Educational Assistants are a valuable resource and should have the 
opportunity to share their insights about the Hmong students more frequently, 
perhaps in professional development settings. 

5. Staff who are to team teach need explicit help with this complicated and 
emotionally-laden endeavor. 

6. Team-teachers of different cultures may need a workshop in cross-cultural 
communication. 

Program Issues 

1. Newcomers should be placed in programs where there are bilingual staff members 
available to work directly with them. 

2. The district should continue to attempt to cluster newcomers when they are not in 
a TLC. This allows for resources to be maximized. 

3. Opportunities for the Hmong newcomers to learn and meaningfully interact with 
classmates or students in the school should be better facilitated, in all program 
models. 
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4. Teachers who team-teach should have the opportunity to provide input on who 
they will be teaching with . Teachers may need support in negotiating their 
collaboration . 

5. To avoid subtractive bilingualism in this generation of Hmong refugees, and to 
support academic achievement, on-going native language support or even a two
way dual immersion model should be considered. A two-way program may 
attract heritage speakers of Hmong who would like to recover some of their 
language loss. This is entirely feasib le at this point in time given the high numbers 
of newcomers at the elementary level and the availability of qualified bilingual 
teachers. The issue may hinge on whether or not the parents would support such 
an approach. 

Leadership 

1. Negative attitudes toward any gro up of children should be dealt with at the 
leadership level. 

2. The transition of TLC children to LA classes depends on thoughtful placement of 
groups of children who know each other into classes that include a teacher who 
already knows the children from the year before. This continuity will facilitate 
adjustment to a new context for the children. 

Parents 

1. Non-Hmong teachers need strategies for reaching out to Hmong parents. 

2. Parents should be invited to participate in classes and field trips with their 
children and invited to volunteer in classrooms/schools. 

3. Some parents may need long-term support in learning how to be actively involved 
in their child 's learning at home, in ways that build on their strengths. 

4. Schools should try to house programs for families and parents because this helps 
to bridge the gap between families/communities and schools. 

5. Integrate parents' knowledge/culture into classroom instruction. 

6. Provide (more) transportation for parents to school events. 

Parent Education Programs 

1. Teach parents what children are learning in their classes. 

2. Teach parents rationale for language instruction (e.g., English-only, bilingual) . 

3. Teach parents how they can help with homework. 
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4. Provide opportunities/curriculum where parents and children can learn together. 

5. Teach parents what to expect from schools, teachers, etc .. . 

6. Teach parents about logistics of tests and grades. 

7. Teach parents about general procedures and practices of U.S. schools. 

8. Provide personnel to serve as resources for parents with questions. 

9. Provide parent advocate personnel for issues/challenges. 

Extra Assistance for Children 

1. Provide homework assistance programs. 

2. Provide summer assistance programs. 
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