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Over the past three years, and particularly in 1999-2000, the face of the Greater 
Rochester community has witnessed significant change. In March 2000, the Diversity 
Council launched RISE: Rochester In Support of Everyone, a community-based research 
project designed to discover more about the experiences, challenges and strengths of 
Rochester’s immigrant groups and communities of color.  Unlike general information 
from the outside, RISE results are specifically unique to the people of Rochester.  While 
each group is characteristically unique, the experiences they describe illustrate similar 
occurrences, observations, desires, and concerns.  Thus, the RISE results can be 
interpreted to generate suggestions for community action with a high likelihood of 
benefiting the Rochester community as a whole. 
 
Through the RISE project, we are reminded that Rochester’s growing diversity not only 
intensifies individual challenges within the community, but also expands opportunity for 
the community as a whole.  We are compelled to note that RISE is not intended to 
identify specific incidences nor general trends of racism, classism, or discrimination. 
Such conclusions will be left to the reader’s interpretation.  Furthermore, this is not an 
exercise to establish blame.  Rather, it is an attempt to raise awareness about others in 
your community, perhaps others with whom you have little genuine contact or meaningful 
interaction.  It is intended to provide an objective snapshot of the experiences of diverse 
groups of people living together in the Rochester area.  Readers are cautioned to 
remember that this information represents but a slice of anyone’s life experiences, and in 
no way should it be accepted as a comprehensive analysis of all of the assets nor all of the 
issues present in the community.  It is but a starting point. 
 
The immigration patterns in Rochester historically have followed those of the state and 
the nation.  Waves of new citizens have arrived consistently since the 1970s.  Thus, RISE 
gathered information from people who have been in America for 25 years, and others 
who arrived less than a year ago.  Whatever their status, RISE discovered two things.  
First, although society is now more complex, the experiences described by members of 
diverse communities in Rochester bear striking similarities to the documented 
experiences of American immigrant waves of the 1800s and early 1900s.  Second, despite 
Rochester’s diversity, RISE revealed similarities in experiences, expectations, values, 
assets, and issues that developed into consistent themes across all communities.  This 
finding once again supports the concept that greater differences are found within a single 
group than across several groups.  Thus, despite perceived differences, the citizens of 
Rochester are strikingly similar in what they want, and in what they are willing to give. 
 
In the words of one gentleman from the Cambodian community, “Lots of folks still don’t 
know we live like everyone else.”1

  
 
                                                           
1 Most of the quotes used throughout this report will not be attributed to specific people or even to specific 
communities.  Due to the small size of many of the communities that participated and the potentially 
damaging implications of this work, the authors feel this precaution is warranted to maintain the anonymity 
and confidentiality of respondents.  At this point, of primary concern is the content of the comments, rather 
than attribution.  The quotes that are included were selected as representative of shared experiences and 
thoughts expressed by many respondents across all groups. 
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The Project 
Information was gathered from December 1999 through May 2000 using focus group 
interviews.  Personal opinions and perceptions were solicited from 77 total participants 
representing 7 different ethnic communities (African American, Bosnian, Cambodian, 
Hmong, Somali, Sudanese, and Vietnamese2) currently present in Olmstead County.  In 
most cases, participant selection was aided by a volunteer within each community, i.e., 
often an elder, a church leader, a community advocate, etc.  Each focus group was 
approximately two hours long and was held in a location selected by the group.  
Participants were offered a meal and a $35 cash stipend.  All participants were 
guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity.  To ensure accuracy, all proceedings were 
recorded by a court reporter and with a cassette recorder. 
 
The focus groups followed a standardized format with the following 7 questions: 1) Tell 
us your name and describe your first impressions of Rochester when you moved here. 2) 
Where did/do you find the most useful information and help in getting settled in the 
Rochester community? 3) What makes members of your community stay in Rochester 
and what makes members of your community leave Rochester? 4) What specific skills 
and assets do people from your specific community bring to Rochester and, in your 
opinion, how does the greater Rochester community benefit from them? 5) What would 
you like other people to know about the culture and traditions of your community, and 
what things about your community are misunderstood here? 6) Within your community, 
what are the biggest challenges (or problems) for you and others living in Rochester? and 
7) In your opinion, if we could improve one problem immediately, what should it be? 
 
 
Community Satisfaction  
Generally, respondents had a very favorable first impression of Rochester and 
repeatedly described it as a community that is safe, clean, and quiet, and which 
offers quality education and a safe environment for children. That safety emerged as 
the most frequently cited characteristic is not surprising, given that many of the 
respondents, or someone close to them, sought American citizenship to escape war, civil 
unrest, or oppression in their home countries.  Most respondents were highly optimistic 
about the future of their families and their community in the greater Rochester area.  
Ironically, although many followed family directly to Rochester or were assigned to 
Rochester as an immigration destination, many noted, with perceptible satisfaction, the 
prominence of the Mayo Clinic and a recent #1 ranking as America’s most livable city.  
 
The RISE project asked respondents to focus on issues to be solved. Although 
respondents generally felt quite positive about living in Rochester, they noted that 
community issues remain nonetheless.  However, the ensuing discussion should not be 
interpreted solely in a negative light.  Rochester is a good community, and in general, 
respondents perceived a favorable and responsive environment. 

                                                           
2 It should be noted that project plans originally included sampling from three more groups: Hispanic, 
Native American, and Eritrean.  The Eritrean group declined participation in February 2000.  From 
December 1999 through April 2000, project organizers were repeatedly unsuccessful in their attempts to 
secure participant groups representative of Rochester’s Native American and Hispanic communities.    

 



RISE/July 2000  Page 5 
 

 
“People do respond when they know about problems.  If they don’t know 
what problems communities have, how can they help?…Many groups 
have the same problems.” 

 
By far, family and friends were cited as being the most helpful in getting settled and 
connected in the community, followed by church, and staff at the Intercultural Mutual 
Assistance Association (IMAA).  Respondents also mentioned that the newspaper and, on 
occasion, an outside individual (e.g., school guidance counselor, community college 
teacher, mentor, etc.) were sometimes helpful.  Only one respondent reported receiving 
assistance from an employer’s relocation assistance program.  A few mentioned receiving 
minimal assistance from career centers, although they noted they did not find it very 
helpful. Respondents in several groups perceived their neighbors to be neither 
”welcoming” nor friendly. 
 
Despite a prevailing opinion across the groups that “Rochester is small enough that it’s 
easy to access programs”, surprisingly, no one mentioned receiving assistance from any 
type of community, city, or county program, other than Head Start.3  One possible reason 
offered by many respondent groups is the natural tendency for people from their groups 
to first turn inward, seeking assistance from others in their cultural community, before 
seeking help from external sources.   
 
Respondents frequently mentioned intrinsic personal characteristics that helped them 
persist and stay in Rochester, including “tenacity”, “strength”, “resiliency”, and “work 
ethic”.  All groups indicated that they felt their persistence through struggle serves to lay 
the groundwork for the progress and success of the next generation.   
 

“…Because we are immigrants…we came from a very special hard 
working background.  We have all been in different crisis and we have 
been in any worst situation that you could think of.  Starving, wars, and all 
kind of everything.  We have been trained to be tough.  So we can handle 
and go through all the crisis [here]…even though it’s hard, but compared 
to the crisis that we have been through, it’s not that bad…We keep 
trying…working hard, trying to achieve something, making our family 
proud.” 

 
The most frequent response to the question, “What makes people from your community 
stay in Rochester?”, was also cited most frequently as the reason people choose to leave: 
family and friends.  Respondents also frequently cited “quality education for children” 
and “good place to raise children” as reasons to stay in Rochester.   
 
In identifying what prompts people to leave Rochester, considerable discussion occurred 
around employment, including lack of jobs, lack of quality jobs, lack of jobs offering a 

                                                           
3 By “assistance” the researchers meant assistance in getting settled in the community, e.g., finding 
housing, jobs, enrolling in school, getting connected in the community, and should not be confused with or 
interpreted as financial “assistance” via public welfare programs.   
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livable wage, and lack of professional opportunities.  Ironically, respondents with a 
higher education degree from another country, professional training from another 
country, and/or professional experience in another country are the most likely to feel 
forced to leave because they perceive Rochester to be unresponsive to their skills and, 
therefore, unable to afford them job opportunities.  Respondents also cited lack of 
leadership opportunities for them in the greater community, the small size of their 
particular ethnic settlement, limited assistance with language acquisition (especially for 
adults), limited public transportation, and the cold climate.  The Twin Cities were 
frequently noted as an alternative location simply because of the wealth of options and 
programs (in particular for language acquisition and adult education) and the sheer size of 
the communities.  However, respondents were quick to include that moving to 
Minneapolis or St. Paul would require trade-offs on other points of satisfaction.   
 
The bonds of family and a strong sense of community override all other motivations for 
staying or leaving.  However, it must be understood that family ties often span the globe 
for immigrants who left behind family in their home countries, refugee camps, or other 
places of asylum.  Many indicated the central importance of employment opportunities 
not only for the well being of their American household, but because they continue to 
make significant financial contributions to family members outside of the United States.   
 
 
Community Assets, Community Issues 
When asked to describe the skills and assets present in their community, participants 
offered a wide variety of responses, but strong, shared themes emerged nonetheless.  
Most prevalent were themes revolving around employment, family values, religious 
practices, and rules of social interaction.  For example, a shared value clearly emerged for 
education and English language acquisition.  Conversely, a significant shared issue is the 
ever-widening generation gap between immigrant-Americans and their American-born 
children, which presents a set of challenges in the short-run for the larger community. 
 
No matter how long immigrant groups have been a part of the Rochester community, 
each cites cultural misunderstandings that, in their opinion, persist across the community 
at large.  Discussion also revealed points of misperception held by the respondents, as 
well, indicating that some misunderstandings are mutual.  However, most respondents 
seemed to recognize the need for and power of basic human interaction and genuine 
dialogue: 
 

“[Our people have] a very hospitable society…You can eat with them.  
You can laugh with them.  You can sit with them.  You will have 
absolutely no problem with them.  But that’s only if you are willing to 
listen to them and try to understand where they are coming from.” 
 
And 
 
“People fear what they don’t know.  People fear what they don’t know.  
It’s communication.” 
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Employment 
Respondents from all seven focus groups said they are hardworking people who provide 
a strong labor pool for Rochester businesses.  Many described themselves as 
“entrepreneurial people” with “strong leadership skills”, yet indicated both assets 
typically remain untapped in America.   
 

“[Ours] was a nation with all the things, all the skills, all the professionals, 
all those things that are needed to take care of its business.  So we had 
engineers, we had pilots, we had doctors, we had Ph.D.’s.  We had 
everything.  And I think the United States is the country that least benefits 
from [our country’s] collapse.”  

 
A point of significant frustration is the fact that the professional skills and experiences of 
many immigrant people are not recognized by Americans or formal American systems.  
Included in the 77 participants of this study were many people who formerly worked in a 
variety of careers, including: doctor, lawyer, K-12 teacher, professor, computer 
programmer, accountant, architect, among others.  The only profession that seems to 
readily translate is clergy. To meet the requirements of many American accrediting 
agencies, i.e., the American Bar Association, American Medical Association, teacher 
licensure, etc., immigrants must not only pass examinations and/or demonstrate 
competency, most often they are first required to repeat their education at an American 
institution.  All previous professional and academic accomplishments are typically 
disregarded.   
 

“People try to get some skill before they come to this country. But when 
they come here, they can’t use it.  I mean, mostly for personal use, but 
they can’t use it in a job.”   

 
Thus, Rochester is home to many people who have professional training in law, 
medicine, architecture, teaching, and research, and who have experience in business and 
services, such as tailoring, carpentry, management, finance, construction, fine arts, etc., 
yet who are unemployed or underemployed in their chosen profession.  The immediate 
needs for survival often take precedence over the desire to repeat achievements. 
 
All groups recognize language as the most critical barrier to employment:  
 

“When you go and work at a job, you know you can do it even though you 
don’t speak English or read or write.  You can do the job.  But it’s just that 
they will not let you get your foot in the door.”   
 
“Also I have something to say for ESL…The problem there, [is] you will 
stay there [as an ESL student] almost your life!”   
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Many respondents emphasized the ability of their people to learn quickly on the job.  
Even those who don’t know the language can learn to mastery by demonstration and 
imitation, however, language remains a barrier to promotion. Many respondents 
interpreted excessive requirements for jobs as proxies for screening against language 
competency, i.e., requiring experience to be employed in entry level or unskilled 
positions, such as hotel housekeeping or assembly line manufacturing work. The 
difficulties with language acquisition appeared to be constant, whether a group’s primary 
wave of immigration occurred 20 years ago, or in the past 12 months.   
 
Misunderstandings between employer and employee occur around policies and rules. 
Most of the groups repeatedly characterized themselves as possessing “a very strong 
work ethic”, and typically want always to “please the boss”.  However, as newcomers to 
the American workforce, many groups identified employment problems stemming from 
the strict adherence to rules and policies; the overwhelming amount of rules and policies; 
and, conversely, expectations that are implied, rather than explicit.  For example, many 
groups mentioned that the strict enforcement of policies related to holidays and vacation 
is substantially different from typical practices in their previous employment experience 
elsewhere in the world.   
 

“[Back in our country] when we work…people work very hard, but 
sometimes people don’t take the rules serious enough.  That’s a problem 
[in America…But back in our country,] if he is a good working person, 
they forgive.”  

 
For example, in America, they often find their values for staying in touch with extended 
family to be at odds with long-term employment.  Many respondents talked about the 
importance of visiting family in their homelands.  To do so requires at least three weeks, 
for travel to some locations is quite time consuming, often taking 3-4 days just to get 
there. If they choose to go, even if they agree to accept unpaid leave when their accrued 
vacation runs out, they often return to find they have been dismissed.   
 
Another barrier to employment frequently mentioned across groups is limited public 
transportation.  The limited routes of current public transportation neither coincide with 
the location of affordable housing or the location of most job opportunities.  Nor do the 
limited times of operation coincide with the shift work of manufacturing and other local 
industry that employ many of the respondents.  Respondents report that limited options in 
public transportation complicate both employment and housing issues, and exacerbate or 
prolong problems in getting settled in the community. 
    
A surprising theme that emerged from the interviews was the perception that the different 
groups had of each other with regard to economic success in America.  Respondents 
offered several comments about the perceived “success” of certain groups in relation to 
the amount of time that group had been present in Rochester.  Some who have lived in 
Rochester for many years observed that newer groups sometimes don’t seem to 
experience the same employment difficulties, for the same duration, or at the same level 
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as their own group.  It appeared that those offering these assessments sometimes attribute 
this to hiring preferences along color lines.   

 
“What is affecting American society is what you call racism.  If you have 
the skills, and they have the position, they prefer to employ a white person 
to do the position than you, the black…This is what is affecting us.  Not 
that I can’t do the job.” 

 
In particular, people of African descent feel the “history of the American black male” is 
imposed upon them, yet they are often unfamiliar with the experiences this perception 
brings.  This appeared to be an underlying perception in issues related to law 
enforcement, as well as employment.  
 

“It’s that whole perception of a black man, [they have the expectation that] 
‘they must be doing something’.” 

 
“You are Somali and you identify as Somali, but the police continue to see 
the black man as a threat.  That’s the history of America.”   

 
Readers are cautioned to take great care in drawing conclusions from this particular 
component of the report, for it does no more than establish an emergent theme. More 
inquiry is required to fully flesh out the perceptions, realities, and complexities of the 
issue.  We can establish, however, that whatever issues exist around employment are not 
resolved on a first-come-first-served basis.  Furthermore, formally applying a competitive 
framework to employment issues will be detrimental in the long run.  Rather, everyone 
must recognize they are issues created by the community as a whole, shared and 
experienced by the community as a whole, and ultimately to be solved by the community 
as a whole. 
  
 
Family Values 
Additionally, respondents identified strong families and family values as significant 
assets of their communities, which they would like the larger community to recognize.  In 
addition to the importance of the extended family, as discussed previously, most groups 
indicated that great consideration is given to the nurturing of children.  They repeatedly 
emphasized that parents and elders willingly make many sacrifices for the benefit of the 
youngest generation.  In addition, most groups emphasized a group orientation that 
promoted a sense of responsibility to the community.  The emphasis on youth, coupled 
with the concern for community, promotes powerful values for language acquisition and 
education in order to create opportunity, establish stability, and promote independence in 
the future for the individual, the family, and the community.  However, it also creates an 
ever-widening generation gap between immigrant-Americans and their American-born 
children that carries several significant concerns to the community as a whole. Ironically, 
the opportunities that parents seek for their children often serve as the wedge that drives 
the generations further apart.  One is a generation of immigrants with one foot in America 
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and one foot in the homeland.  The other is a generation of new Americans, torn by the 
often divergent expectations of two cultural orientations.   
 

“We didn’t have a home.  [Rochester gave] us a home and shelter.  And 
we are grateful for this beyond the political reasons.  But at the same time 
we have to move on with [eliminating] the barriers in order to give people 
their potential and help their kids.  If not, we are going to be on welfare, 
too…and when there will be peace in my country, I will go back.  But 
what about the kids?  You can’t just go back when the peace returns 
because now the kids will be American.  So you have to empower them.” 

  
Like many Americans, the lifestyle demands of an average immigrant require parents to 
work many hours, often too many.  However, in their case, excessive work impedes their 
opportunity to learn more about American customs and culture.  The children, on the 
other hand, are quickly learning the language and absorbing American culture, customs, 
expectations, etc. at a very rapid rate through formal organizations, such as school and 
other community organizations.  Parents want to raise their children to know and practice 
the cultural customs of their homeland, to learn the language, to respect the values of the 
culture, and meet the social responsibilities to sustain the community.  The kids want to 
be All-American.  Thus, the stage is set for intergenerational conflict in a cross-cultural 
setting.  
 
The discipline of children appears to be a significant contributing factor to a variety of 
issues throughout the community, as each respondent group discussed it and related 
issues at length.  However, at the root of discipline, lie language barriers.  The ability to 
speak, read and understand English is a significant benefit to the children in that it 
triggers a role reversal between parent and child.  As parents, immigrant-Americans bring 
with them unique sets of cultural customs, practices, and expectations related to child 
rearing which sometimes appear to conflict with American practices. Respondents from 
every group indicated that Americans often take exception to their styles of discipline, 
either interpreting it as too harsh or non-existent, and attribute such perceptions to 
feedback from the children without clarification from the parents.  Respondents indicated 
that, in this way, three things happen: 1) the children often successfully undermine 
parental discipline because they can speak English and the parents cannot; 2) Immigrant 
parents are marginalized as inadequate or ineffective parents because of the 
complications of language barriers; and 3) American systems miss the opportunity to 
truly serve the children because they fail to gain a deeper understanding of the issues 
faced by immigrant parents. 
 
An example common to all groups occurs in negotiating conflict with public agencies, 
such as the schools or the police.  When a child is having difficulty in school, for 
example, a note or letter may be sent home.  In many immigrant households, the child 
reads the mail to the parent because s/he has the literacy skills to do so.  Issues with the 
police are often negotiated face-to-face, but because of the language barriers between 
parents and police officers, complex situations regarding the child are often 
communicated to parents using the child as translator.  However, in retrospect, the 
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parents often find that the child has not accurately or adequately translated the concern to 
them (because of fear of being disciplined or denied privileges, etc.).  As most children 
will, they attempt to “get away with” the transgression, and often do because the 
language barrier is inappropriately addressed.  Unfortunately, the result is to empower the 
child over the parent and erode the discipline base that exists, despite its cultural 
orientation.  Parents repeatedly expressed their belief in education as the key to 
independence—“Educate or get trapped!”—but they also clearly feel excluded from the 
education loop. 
    
Older respondents from almost every group shared feelings of frustration and pain with 
regard to language acquisition and literacy.  “Try hard for a long time, but [English is] 
difficult to learn.” And, “Language makes you very painful and sad.  Feel sad when you 
can’t work.”  Every group attributed at least some of the internal generational problems 
and some of the external cultural adjustment issues to language barriers.   
 
Religion 
While most respondents did not indicate any problems or issues with regard to religion, 
two respondent groups (Hmong and Somali) emphasized the centrality of church and 
religion to their communities.  Both groups indicated that their religious practices 
sometimes appear to be misunderstood by the community at large, but that little by little 
mutual understanding is transpiring.  
 

“…a vast number of people all of a sudden came into this area.  And this 
community wasn’t prepared for that.  So these people came with their 
culture, with their religion.  All of those, they came.  And they will not 
change overnight.  It will take time for these people.  If they are going to 
make adaptations, it will take time.” 

  
Somali people following the Moslem faith find that some people and employers initially 
have difficulty understanding their prayer rituals and the dress requirements for girls and 
women.  In particular, respondents felt that the traditional Islamic dress for daughters is 
sometimes problematic with teachers and some others in the schools.  However, they also 
indicated that with time comes understanding and they noted that they have experienced 
some accommodations on the job for their religious practices.   
 
The Hmong people have a different experience around religion.  While many Hmong 
people actually follow the practices of Catholic or other Protestant faiths, some continue 
to follow traditional Hmong religious practices; some participate in both.  It is the 
traditional practices, especially related to the role of shamans and rituals around death, 
that have been cause for misunderstanding in the greater community.  Traditional funeral 
observances last up to a week or longer, involve hundreds of relatives in the extended 
family, and include animal sacrifice.  Respondents indicated that the Hmong community 
understands the American objections to animal sacrifice, but explained its centrality to 
the spiritual beliefs of the Hmong culture.  However, they assume the other two elements 
of their traditional funeral ritual have been restricted because they are contradictory to the 
prevailing American funeral traditions.  While respondents said they thought their 
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traditions were used as grounds for non-service at some mortuaries, they also reported 
that others seemed more than willing to accommodate their requests, with some 
negotiated modifications, especially since the Hmong typically pay in advance in cash.    
 
Other issues related to religion include: a lack of pastoral leadership trained in the 
religious traditions specific to a culture; differing views on religion and religious 
practices between generations; and a lack of recognition by Americans of traditional 
holidays from other cultural perspectives, i.e., Vietnamese New Year celebrations in 
February, among others.  
 
  
Social Practices 
All groups offered examples of social practices that are often misinterpreted by American 
society.  In addition to examples previously cited (i.e., discipline of children, employment 
practices), misinterpretations are typically drawn with regard to expectations based on 
gender and age; communication characteristics such as eye contact and voice levels; and 
lifestyle choices such as living arrangements and individual responsibility for community 
harmony.   
 
Several groups indicated that, in their cultures, domestic disputes are not matters for 
public resolution, rather they look into the community to solve problems.  They believe 
American authorities intervene too swiftly and, in doing so, make a public record of a 
matter better settled within the family or the community.  In the Somali community, for 
example, it is the responsibility of a neighbor or family member to help resolve domestic 
disputes.  The Sudanese prefer to first rely on the wisdom and direction of community 
elders.  Several respondents indicated that when the police arrive, their behavior is very 
official, gruff, intimidating, and sometimes forceful.  The stories seem to indicate 
misunderstandings on both sides.  Based on the examples offered by respondents from 
several groups, they often did not understand the elements of their actions or behaviors 
that were objectionable, based on the law or city ordinances.  Officers, on the other hand, 
appear to often leave the premises after having distributed citations, but without engaging 
in enough constructive communication about the offense.  Thus, the offense is typically 
repeated because the citizen does not thoroughly understand the implicit, and perhaps 
even explicit, explanation.  To the frustration of all involved, the cycle repeats itself.  
Finally, for many groups, a police visit generates significant social stigma, and even poor 
credit within the community, as well as strained family relations afterward.   
 
Communication is easily misconstrued among people with a high level of cohesion, and 
often more readily misinterpreted by outsiders looking in.  Two groups cited, for 
example, the tendency to talk in loud, sometimes high pitched, voices when socializing.  
They believe the police incorrectly interpret this as argumentative behavior, or social 
tension on the verge of erupting to chaos.  Several other groups cited their cultural 
tendencies to not look people in the eye when talking.  In several cultures, such behavior 
demonstrates respect, but is often interpreted by Americans, especially employers, as lack 
of confidence, dishonesty, shyness, and inattention.    
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Every group mentioned at considerable length problems with housing, including 
availability (or lack thereof), affordability, quality, housing discrimination, 
misunderstandings with landlords, among others. Quality and affordability seem to be 
issues at odds.  Respondents perceived a limited supply of housing that is both affordable 
and acceptable. Furthermore, respondents perceived inequities in the distribution of low-
income housing. 
 

“The difficult part is the houses that you want to rent to live in, the ones 
that are decent enough to live in are too expensive.  Ones that you go in, 
the price is right for you, but when you get there you really don’t want to 
go inside the house at all.”   

 
Several groups described similar experiences in finding housing from which emerged the 
concept of “clustering”.  Respondents from many groups, despite their financial situation, 
said they felt that they were steered toward rental units in certain locations of the city, 
and that through this practice of clustering, ironically, “they create their own ghetto” and 
it “creates the same atmosphere as where you came from”.  
 
Furthermore, renting is a new concept to many of the groups.  Most had their own homes 
until they moved to America.  Many respondents identified poor relations and “power 
issues” with landlords as a cause for almost constant conflict.  Respondents related stories 
of landlords “meddling” inappropriately in their lives.  For example, undocumented 
withholding of damage deposits, allowing only children of the same gender to share a 
bedroom, regularly entering the unit at will with no prior notification, evicting tenants 
who go on housing assistance, getting involved in discipline and childcare issues, not 
allowing tenants to hang curtains or window coverings, etc.   
  
 
On Racism and Discrimination  
Respondents across all groups shared some rather shocking stories that demonstrated 
blatant racism and discriminatory acts.  Despite this, some groups were reluctant to apply 
such terms to their experience.   Interestingly, some respondents cautiously prefaced their 
observations with comments making it explicit that they were stopping short of calling 
some practices or experiences racist or discriminatory, which instead appeared to 
demonstrate cultural values for perseverance and hard work. One respondent shared a 
Cambodian proverb that aptly illustrates this point:  
 

“We don’t fight.  We believe you don’t fight with the rock.  Well, even 
though we fight, [we know] we’re not going to win!”   

 
Yet, for other groups, the stories clearly illustrated the harsh inconsistencies that often 
exist between the American constitution and the everyday actions of American people. 
 
Many respondents described feeling a need to justify to other Americans why they are 
here.  Respondents across the sample were clearly concerned that Americans understand 
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that many people immigrated to the U.S. as victims of war and that they did not come to 
take advantage of public assistance.  
 

“Of course, everyone needs money everywhere in the world.  But she left 
her country, she left her homeland, all her relatives behind not because of 
only money.  The money is not the main point.  The main point is liberty.  
Freedom.” 
 
“The reason we came over here to America is we were looking for peace.  
We left our country because peace was not available.  So as long as we 
have peace in this area, we will ignore a lot of other things if we have 
peace.  And education.” 
 
And 
 
“[We] are peaceful, loving, kind people that have a lot to offer to any part 
of America.  And…the reason why we are misunderstood is because…of 
violence…We are not here to commit any kind of violent crimes.  We are 
here to prosper.  We are here to make good lives for ourselves and for our 
children.” 

 
More than one group mentioned that immigrants and communities of color are not seen 
as individual cultures with unique characteristics, and noted that not all African or Asian 
peoples are the same; among them there are many different cultures and customs.  “There 
is lots of diversity within [our] community just as there is diversity in the White 
community.” 
 
 
A RISE-ing Star: Rochester In Support of Everyone  
Rochester and the world are on the doorstep of the 21st century: the Information Society, 
the Age of Technology, a global community, not only Generation X, but Gen Y, too.  
Now more than ever, it is essential to recognize the value of diversity, in particular to 
move forward on the strength and assets of a diverse community.   
 
The RISE project identified several themes of shared experience across several sub-
communities in Rochester.  While this report does not provide any easy answers, it does 
indicate the directions for further inquiry, deeper focus, and commitments toward 
community action.   To these ends, RISE identified 7 areas for community focus.  
Included here are some initial suggestions and recommendations from the RISE 
participants. 
  
1. Employment 

• Increase opportunities for on-the-job training 
• Hire interpreters in industry to ease communication issues with non-English 

speakers 
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• Understand the importance of extended family and consider making policy 
changes to accommodate extensive travel requests from reliable employees on an 
agreed upon basis, i.e., every other year 

• Explain policies and expectations explicitly 
2. Education 

• Develop more community programs for adult education, especially related to 
workforce preparation and advanced English language proficiency.  And offer 
such training in a way such that people can reconcile training and education with 
ongoing employment and responsibilities to family. 

• In further regard to the schools in Rochester, respondents’ comments alluded to 
several issues, some quite alarming.  However, the scope of the RISE project did 
not allow for deeper inquiry.  Thus, a similar inquiry focused on the relationship 
between the schools and these communities may reveal several significant issues 
and solutions. 

• Foster a greater understanding among teachers and counselors of the immigrant 
experience and its effects on family dynamics 

• Review policies and practices to make sure they support and strengthen the family 
structure, not accentuate division 

3. Housing 
• Foster the development of more affordable housing 
• Offer seminars on tenants’ rights 

4. Community Leadership and Involvement 
• Remember that new Americans are not always used to the ideas of governance 

systems open to the participation of all 
• Create opportunities for widespread community involvement  
• Make conscious efforts to invite others to participate in civic leadership  

5. American Values 
• Offer parenting classes to help immigrant parents understand American parenting 

norms and expectations of the schools 
• Reinforce the importance of valuing diversity, in the schools, in neighborhoods, in 

business and industry, etc.  
6. Police 

• Again, respondents’ comments alluded to several issues, some quite alarming.  
However the scope of the RISE project did not allow for deeper inquiry.  Thus, a 
similar inquiry focused on the relationship between police and these communities 
may reveal several significant issues and solutions.   

• Require cross-cultural education for officers and city officials 
• Engage community representatives in dialogue to facilitate the interpretation of 

behaviors 
• Employ a more diverse workforce 
• Review common practices, not just policies, for signs of disparate treatment 

7. Transportation 
• Expand service and/or options to areas and industry seeking more workers 
• Make public transportation convenient to areas offering affordable housing  
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